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ABSTRACT
Migratory Timescapes:
Experiences of Pausing, Waiting, and Inhabiting the Meanwhile of Migrants and Asylum
Seekers in Mexico
by
Isabel Gil Everaert

Advisor: Robert Courtney Smith
Based on ethnographic fieldwork in Mexico´s southern border with Guatemala, this dissertation
provides insights into contemporary experiences of migration in Mexico by engaging with the
notions of movement, control, and settlement from a critical perspective. I explore these
experiences through the idea of migratory timescapes, defined as structural temporal-relational
contexts in which migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers are socially embedded. In the case of
this dissertation, I unpack three migratory timescapes which are situated in a regional context of
growing displacement and increasingly restrictive migratory and asylum policies, what I call the
block-and-wait system. First, I introduce the idea of the Pause as moments and spaces where
migrants can rest and heal their bodies, but also temporarily engage with others within a hub of
concentrated resources. Pauses offer a glimpse into what social capital looks like during migratory
journeys. Secondly, I describe how the Mexican asylum system has turned into a waiting regime
and question how waiting, as a technique of domination results in a systematic denial of rights.
The waiting regime operates through bureaucratic violence, composed by the imposition of delay,
uncertainty, prolonged waiting and which is reinforced by a rhetoric of deservingness. Finally,
chapter four investigates how migrants and asylum seekers actively inhabit and become socially
engaged in spaces and communities that they consider, and wish to abandon as soon as possible, a
process that I call inhabiting the meanwhile.
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INTRODUCTION
Tanapan’s heat hit me as I got off the air-conditioned bus, on my first visit there in the
summer of 2015. It was early August and by the time we arrived I had been travelling for
several hours, traversing curvy mountain roads. For the past two weeks, I had journeyed
along Mexico’s southern border with a group of scholars, activists, and journalists from
around the world. Tanapan was the last stop on this journey, and La Ruta, the main purpose
of our visit. Founded in 2011, La Ruta is one of the largest and oldest of the network of
shelters for migrants and refugees established within Mexico.
The land surrounding Tanapan is mostly jungle-like, and the area’s vegetation was
thriving in the humid mid-summer weather, so the ride had been beautiful. Countless shades
of green molded an almost uninterrupted tunnel of branches and leaves that stretched along
our journey. An interstate roadway connects Tanapan with the state’s capital and is the main
way of entering town. After crossing a bridge over a river, the vegetation is suddenly
interrupted and the first thing one sees is the National Migration Institute’s local offices.
These offices are the regional center of operation of border control authorities. Two booths
outside the offices are a permanent migratory checkpoint, where agents inspect documents
of those who seek to pass, either walking, or in private or public transportation. Inside the
building there are some offices and a small detention center where migrants without
authorization to enter or stay in the country are detained to await deportation. Less than five
meters away from the offices’ main entrance, a large arch welcomes people to Tanapan.
These two structures illustrate the town’s dual social dynamics. On the one hand,
Tanapan –located about 30 miles north of the Guatemala-Mexico border– is the start of the
migratory corridor that runs along the Gulf of Mexico, one of the main routes for migrants
1

coming from Central and South America toward the United States. It is a border town where
migrants in transit, temporary workers, and asylum seekers are –and have been historically–
a fundamental part of the social fabric. On the other hand, it has become a key site of border
securitization and migratory control, a place where migration agents walk the streets and
where entering or leaving town involves encountering at least a couple of migratory
checkpoints. Like most of Mexico’s southern border, Tanapan is a land of contradictions and
tensions, where people are used to transnational movement and profit from it in many ways.
At the same time, it is a place where xenophobia and restrictive migratory polices reach their
peak manifestations. Tanapan is a site where the tensions between the porousness and the
rigidness of borders becomes evident.
When we got to La Ruta we were welcomed by a group of migrants and shelter
volunteers who asked us to take a seat inside one the shelter’s main spaces –the chapel. There,
the shelter director introduced us to La Ruta,
The economic, politic and religious powers in this country have come together to
harm the Mexican people. This is the setting in which we live and work, and in
which we receive migrants. We work in a scenery of death, violence and
corruption. Within this scenery, we call our shelter a “liberated territory”
(alluding to the Zapatista movement). Our work is one of civil disobedience
where migrants are rights-bearing social subjects, with complex identities.
Fieldnotes, 2015

His words framed the work in La Ruta as one that not only transcended humanitarianism and
charity but explicitly contested those narratives. His narrative showed how migration and
displacement were connected with social movements against neoliberalism, and for
autonomy, sustainability and indigenous rights. Furthermore, he explicitly stated that
migrants were rights-bearing subjects who were actively neglected by the state and whose
rights were constantly violated.
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After listening to him, I took a walk around the shelter with Carla, one of the
volunteers. I was struck by the size of the shelter, as well as by the feeling of safety and even
joy that I perceived there. Especially after she told me about the rise in danger and risk along
the migratory route, of how local and national authorities ignored their claims for justice and
protection, and even actively participated in chains of corruption and impunity. I decided to
stay longer than initially planned to try and understand how it was possible for a safe space
to exist within this hostile context. How did migratory policies impact the journeys of
migrants and asylum seekers? How had La Ruta managed to both support migrants and
openly contest exclusionary narratives and migratory policies in the region? What happened
while people waited in La Ruta in order to move along with their migratory plans? How did
stays in La Ruta impact migratory journeys?
As we walked around the shelter and talked, it became clear to me that La Ruta was
a space where “empirical materials effectively exhibit the structure and workings of the
phenomena to be understood” (Merton 1987:11). It offered an opportunity to access both a
strategic research site and a temporally strategic research event to find possible answers to
these questions.

I.

What is this a case of?

This project emerged from an encounter with a group of people and a space (La Ruta,
described in detail in next section) that spurred in me both intellectual curiosity and political
indignation. As it evolved, the discovery of what this project was about became one of the
major objects of the research (Becker 1992:211). Establishing “what this was a case of”
became a project-long endeavor; a methodological step (Ragin 1992a) that took shape
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through a constant conversation between the empirical evidence I encountered in the field,
and many attempts to understand and analyze what social forces and processes were taking
place. In other words, I “found” my case after years of fieldwork and thinking, as I “worked
through the relation of ideas to evidence” (Ragin 1992b:6). In this process, I also “made” my
case (Ragin 1992b:10). I built a series of theoretical constructs whose boundaries and
significance changed throughout the process, and which constitute the main findings and
contributions of this dissertation.
This dissertation analyzes the experiences of migrants and asylum seekers in Mexico
and their interactions both with a hostile regime that restricts their movement, violates their
rights and exposes them to danger, and with a system of protection that offers spaces of
safety, dignity and belonging. I focus on these interactions within particular spaces (La Ruta
and Tanapan) and times (from 2015 to 2019). Current policies and migratory management
techniques in Mexico, which I call the block-and-wait system, have led to a widespread
violation of human rights of migrants and asylum seekers. I focus on the effects that these
policies have in migrants and asylum seekers’ experiences of time: the need for a pause in
transit; the imposition of uncertain and prolonged waiting times; and the possibility of
balancing future projects within restrictive presents as they inhabit the meanwhile.
Furthermore, I show how these policies have different effects for different people: it
is no surprise that the most vulnerable migrants, those with the least resources and without
regular migratory status, are the most affected by these policies. Finally, I posit that within
contexts of increased displacement and heightened border security, migrants and those who
they interact with, engage in a broad range of strategic actions to create safe spaces, circulate
information, question the boundaries of belonging and inclusion, and generate spaces for
action that contest current political projects aimed at exclusion and expulsion.
4

The analytical strategy that guides this dissertation takes cases, events, and narratives
and uncovers processes that underlie and structure them. Throughout the coming chapters, I
show that my research uncovers an exemplary case of: (1) the ways in which power is
exercised through techniques of temporal and spatial control; (2) the differential and stratified
impacts of this exercise of power on different individuals and groups; and (3) the strategic
responses of individuals and collectivities, through which they cope, navigate, and resist this
system. I approach this case from a narrative analysis perspective, one which focuses on
processes that occur throughout time and that offers “theoretically structured descriptions”
(Ragin 1992a:218) of these processes. From a narrative analysis standpoint these processes
are composed of interactions, which “take the causal priority” in determining “the course of
social narratives” (Abbot 1992:62).
My analysis, then, involves the observation of interaction in a particular space
through time, and attempts to understand which processes are unfolding in that context. These
processes are explored in detail in the coming chapters. Some chapters rely more strongly on
“thick description”(Geertz 1973) and analysis of ethnographic data, while in others I compare
“strategic anchor cases”, which allow me to “trace the same processes in each case over time,
identifying how and why they diverged from each other” (Smith forthcoming).
Through this analytical approach, I regard process as an important object of analysis,
such that tracing processes and describing how they work is a key finding of the dissertation.
Rather than describing just an outcome, tracing processes uncovers a “a different form of
organizational or individual activity, a different way of putting together a number of common
and interdependent activities” (Becker 1992:209). Throughout this dissertation I unpack and
explore a series of these new or different forms of individual and collective action: pausing,
waiting, and inhabiting the meanwhile. While these are derived from ethnographic
5

observation, interviews, and analysis of a particular population –migrants, refugees, asylum
seekers and those they interact with– I aim for them to become analytical categories that may
contribute to the study of similar processes in other contexts. Although conditions in the field
changed and are expected to continue changing as time goes by, the patterns, dynamics and
analysis of the social reality that I have uncovered remain relevant to the understanding of
migration, policies, inequality and power.
I believe that this -case-event-narrative- to processes, policies, and experiences offers
not only a more nuanced view into the complexities of contemporary migratory movements
but can also “provide far better access for policy intervention than the present social science
of variables” (Abbot 1992:79).
II.

Tanapan and La Ruta

In this section I outline how La Ruta and Tanapan are a Mertonian strategic research site, a
space “where processes of more general import are manifested with unusual clarity” (Portes
1995:2). On the one hand, Tanapan is the first step on one of the main migratory routes
through Mexico and a place with a constant flow of migrants and asylum seekers. Also, being
such an important space of transit, Tanapan is a site where border enforcement and the effects
of migratory policy are particularly visible. Within this regulated space of Tanapan, La Ruta
offers a space of safety and rest for migrants and an opportunity to observe the effects of
migratory policies on migrants and the mobility dynamics in Mexico.
Mexico’s southern border spans a territory of around 1,140 km and administratively
separates the countries of Guatemala and Belize, and the Mexican states of Chiapas, Tabasco,
Campeche and Quintana Roo. Along this border there are jungles, mountains, and coasts,
which make it a complicated zone for migratory control in geographic terms, as well as a
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perilous area to traverse. This natural porousness of the border is complimented by the
scarcity of posts of legal crossing: there are only thirteen official migratory entrances along
the border, while more than 200 informal crossing points have been documented to date.
Close to sixty kilometers away from the border lies Tanapan, a small city with a total
population of 32,5791. Tanapan is the closest city to one of the main crossing points –both
official and unofficial– between Guatemala and Mexico and has always been a border city,
an active site of trade and international commerce. During its early years, Tanapan´s
economy was driven by the rubber industry, which relied on migrant workers from
Guatemala who crossed the border every day to work and then crossed again to go back home
at night. In the second half of the 20th century, as migration flows from Central America
intensified as a result of political turmoil, civil wars, and violence, thousands of migrants
went through Tanapan on their northbound journeys.
As conditions in Central America, mainly in the Northern Triangle countries of
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador, continued to deteriorate, thousands had to leave their
homes escaping poverty and widespread violence. By the beginning of the 21st century, the
border close to Tanapan had become one of the main entry points of migrant and refugee
flows into Mexico, and the city was a first stop for most of them within Mexican territory.
Three elements turned Tanapan into a popular stop for migrants in transit. First, its
geographical location as it was close to the border, but the few miles that separated it from
the official country limit allowed some distance from migratory control officers, concentrated
at the border. Secondly, it was one of the first stops of The Beast, the infamous freight train
which became one of the main means of transportation for migrants heading to the U.S. For

1

According to 2010 Census data.
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years, migrants have been ‘riding’ The Beast, all the way from the southern border to the
northernmost part of Mexico, by clinging to the train’s carts and riding on the top of the
boxcars. Lastly, in 2011, a group of Franciscan Friars had opened La Ruta, a shelter for
migrants who went through Tanapan. Located less than a mile away from the train tracks, La
Ruta offered a safe space to rest, take a shower, grab a couple of hot meals and gather
information for the journey to come. It soon became known that a small oasis had emerged
in Tanapan, and thousands of men, women, and children included La Ruta in their migratory
routes. Migrants who leave the northern triangle of Central America in order to get to the
United States through Mexico can be categorized into three groups: (1) those who can afford
to arrange for travel by air, using either a coyote (smuggler) or some other specialized service;
(2) those who have to travel by some combination of air, water, and land, using a coyote; and
(3) those who travel by land and cannot afford a coyote (Dudley 2012). Groups (2) and (3)
both pass through Tanapan, but only those who travel by land and cannot afford a smuggler
stay at La Ruta.
Migration was an evident reality of Tanapan’s social and economic dynamics. A short
walk along the city’s streets revealed dozens of small stores and street kiosks selling
backpacks, baseball caps, flip flops, and sneakers. Also, the abandoned train station had been
turned into an informal hotel operated by locals, where five pesos got you a shower before
getting on the train. Along the tracks people rented rooms, and offered currency exchange,
international phone calls, and shoe repair services.
Although it is officially catalogued as a city 2, Tanapan still maintains some of its town
feeling: people in the streets tend to know each other, something evident in the constant

2

The Mexican government’s threshold to distinguish cities from rural towns is a population of 2,500.
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greetings and conversations in the market, the town’s square, or along the pier. During my
stays in La Ruta, a few weeks would suffice for the drivers of the motorcycle taxis, or pochis,
to get to know me and greet me as I made my way to the town’s center from La Ruta. For
my part, I identified those who were nicer or better drivers, even those whose music I
preferred. In less than a month, I knew people at the market, who gave me discounts for being
their clienta (frequent buyer) and had been told about the best pollería (chicken place) in
town, a secret that locals did not share with extranjeros (foreigners), or so I was told.
The displays of warmness and welcoming that Tanapan’s offered me were not
extended to all migrants, however. For the people in Tanapan I was a “good migrant”, in
contrast to the “bad” ones, who were labelled as “uneducated”, and “blamed for bringing
danger to town” and who “only wanted to get things for themselves without caring about the
people who actually live here”, as some people told me throughout the years. It is worth
noting that I was considered a foreigner even though I am Mexican. But Tanapans thought I
“looked foreign”. I am a güera (blond and white) and “sounded foreign”; I have a Mexico
City accent, and probably use words that reveal my class and educational background. In
short, I behaved and was perceived as a foreigner. Nevertheless, my foreignness was welcome
there, in contrast to the hostility sometimes displayed against migrants and refugees.
This dynamic revealed racial and class prejudice, but also tensions between those who
identified as Tanapans and lived there and those who saw Tanapan as a territory of transit, a
short stop in their northbound journeys. According to the former, Tanapan was already poor
and people there had struggled for decades to have access to even the most basic services.
They saw migrants as the reason for the current lack of availability of jobs, healthcare,
security, decent housing, and other services. It was easier to blame migrants than a public
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works system that had chronically underfunded basic services and left the poorest people
unprotected.
That was the context in which La Ruta operated, a city with high poverty levels and
insufficient schools, hospitals, housing, and formal employment. Also, a city that had
historically welcomed migrant workers and people in transit, and whose economy depended
on this mobility to a great extent. However, interaction in Tanapan had also grown in tension
as migrant populations increased in size and stays in the shelter lengthened. Staff at La Ruta
was well aware of this, and continuously struggled to maintain an equilibrium between
protecting migrants’ rights and avoiding further antagonizing the local population. On the
one hand, La Ruta relied entirely on donations, and Tanapan’s local businesses were the
shelter’s main source of food, clothing, cleaning supplies, and other basic resources the
shelter needed. Also, most people who stayed at La Ruta went to town for groceries, searched
for short-term employment in Tanapan, and interacted with a lot of locals for a wide variety
of reasons. La Ruta was interested in maintaining an as good as possible relationship, both
to protect migrants, and to sustain the shelter in the longer run.
That La Ruta was founded and operated by members of the Catholic church (mainly
Franciscan friars) was an important component in its acceptance by the local community.
While it did not guarantee that locals supported the project, the deep religiosity of most
Mexicans provided La Ruta with a “social armor” (Frank-Vitale 2015) that was key for La
Ruta’s existence. This social armor is composed by the respect for members of the clergy, as
well as the belief in the legitimacy of religious projects, charity, and help of the dispossessed.
With it as a protective shield, La Ruta was allowed to operate and was helped in different
ways by members of the local community.
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Members of La Ruta’s staff understood the strategic value of religion for their work
and protection and put it to use to protect migrants and refugees’ rights. However, when it
came to other issues such as sexual and reproductive justice and protecting LGBTQ
populations, La Ruta’s religious identity was put backstage, and progressive ideals guided its
actions. The shelter was openly a pro-choice space, where both women and men had access
to contraception and consultations with gynecologists. Also, the shelter explicitly and
actively protected and fought for the rights of lesbian, gay, trans, and queer populations. Early
on La Ruta had been changed its legal status from a religious project to a civil society
organization, a formal move toward independence from the Church and one that allowed for
the coexistence of the strategic use of religion and progressive ideals of the project.
Located almost at the end of town, where the outskirts of Tanapan start, La Ruta is
both close to the train tracks and not too far from the city’s main migratory checkpoint and
detention center. It started as an open space at the end of a dirt road, and the first construction
was what is now the chapel, which used to be a multi-use space for prayer, resting, and shelter
from rains and the burning southern sun. Next la Ruta created a reception space and health
module (funded by the UNHCR). The women’s dormitory followed, in July 2012. Months
later, the men’s hall, a two-floored building, was constructed. Afterwards, a series of offices,
as well as a space for volunteers were completed in the beginnings of 2014. When I first
visited La Ruta, in the summer of 2015, a new module for teenagers, located behind the
chapel, to the right of the women’s module, had just opened, Also, a special dormitory for
LGBTQ populations was on its final phases of construction, planned to be inaugurated in
early March 2016. The shelter, in its short history had been quick to respond to changing
needs and demographics of the migrant population.
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The shelter has 60 beds for women (30 bunk beds) and around 40 or 50 bunk beds for
men, totaling 80 and 100 individual beds 3. Also, the unaccompanied minor hall had eight
more bunk beds; so, 16 teenagers could stay there. The newly inaugurated LGBTQ module
has 16 beds. Women shared their beds with kids and with other women and, in many cases,
also slept in mattresses in the module´s hallway and in between bunk beds. Because children
are not allowed inside the mend’s module, Men who travel with kids and with no female
member of the family spend the night in the chapel so they can remain together. There were
times when two families occupied the chapel, and times when more than 20 slept there.
However, there were far more than 100 people at the shelter during each of my visits, and
especially more men without children than there were beds. Almost never could all the men
fit into the male dormitory, so there are men sleeping in the floor of the dinning space, inside
the kitchen, and in other common areas. Some people told me there were times when even
the basketball court was filled with mattresses. In the times I have spent there, the shelter was
at its capacity during most of the time. Being at capacity, however, did not mean that
newcomers are not allowed in. The shelter’s policy is that everyone who seeks shelter and
assistance gets it, no matter how full it is, no matter how little resources there are.
Although women have arrived at La Ruta since its early days, until recently, the large
majority of the population was male. In recent years, the number of women and children
coming to La Ruta increased exponentially. On my last visit, in early 2019, there were more
than 40 children (under 18) and close to 150 women. Most adults are young, on average
between 20 and 35 years old, although some older people also stay at the shelter.

These numbers correspond to the shelter’s capacity by the time I finished my fieldwork. Since then, the shelter
has continued to expand and now has a larger capacity.
3
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La Ruta is one of the few migrant shelters that offers the possibility of staying for
indeterminate periods of time. While most shelters for migrants in transit limit the stay to 48
or 72 hours, an important percentage of La Ruta’s population stays for weeks or months.
This, in part, is due to La Ruta’s legal services. The shelter works in collaboration with a
non-profit group asylum and refugee lawyers who offer free assistance for migrants who wish
to seek asylum in Mexico (more on this on Chapter Two). This resource is frequently used,
particularly by women and LGBTQ populations who seek asylum in Mexico due to the
violence, discrimination, and poverty they suffered in their home countries. The proportion
of men who stay and apply for refugee status is less than that of women. Most men want to
get to the United States and use La Ruta as a short stop on their northbound journey.
The staff of La Ruta is divided, roughly, into four tiers. First, the shelter’s formal
director and legal representative, in charge of coordinating the overall activities of the shelter.
Secondly, the long-term volunteers, who stay at La Ruta for at least six months and who live
in a house in Tanapan and commute to La Ruta daily for work. Long-term volunteers are in
charge of projects within the main areas of work at La Ruta: (1) humanitarian assistance, (2)
human rights and migratory processes, (3) vulnerable populations and (4) structural change.
Thirdly, the short-term volunteers, of which I was one, who stay between two weeks and five
months and are in charge of daily tasks in the shelter such as organizing meals, coordinating
daily cleaning, basic medical services, managing the phone and Internet module, and offering
day-to-day support to the people staying at La Ruta. And finally, priests and nuns are also
part of La Ruta’s team, but their main role was to provide spiritual guidance to those who
requested it.
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III.

Ethnography

This dissertation is based on ethnographic fieldwork I did between 2015 and 2019, when I
visited La Ruta on five occasions, and lived for close to four months (in total), doing
participant observation 24/7. Living in La Ruta allowed me to engage in deeply immersive
social research, “based on the close-up, on-the-ground observation of people and institutions
in real time and space” (Wacquant 2003:5) and embed myself in the space as much as
possible. While being in the field 24/7, I witnessed the daily operations of the shelter as I
actively participated in them. I was present during the days full of activities, as well as during
the nights, when emergencies or unplanned events frequently took place.
During these visits, my life and fieldwork became deeply intertwined which led me
to get as close as possible to what Geertz calls the webs of significance (1973) wherein
interactions between migrants, the staff at La Ruta, the local population of Tanapan and the
Mexican State, took place. Through “thick description” I attempt to shed some light on
processes and interactions, uncovering conceptual structures that inform the actions of the
people I observed, and hoping to be able to provide an interpretive gaze of what I saw, aiming
to uncover the “stratified hierarchy of meaningful structures” (Geertz 1973:7).
Ethnography allows one to understand processes and larger forces at work, while
avoiding the invisibilization of individuals, their stories, life trajectories, journeys, thoughts
and experiences. As Baiocchi argues, ethnography is “uniquely equipped to look
microscopically at the foundations of political institutions and their attendant practices, just
as it is ideally suited to dissect politics’ day-to-day intricacies” (2005). By focusing on
individuals and their actions and interactions, ethnographic fieldwork allowed me to
understand some of their experiences and how they are result, responses and resistance tactics
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to one of the most powerful contemporary regimes of exclusion, one composed by restrictive
migratory and asylum policies, xenophobia, and inequality.
After several conversations with the shelter director that started on that first visit in
August 2015, I was granted access to the site as a researcher and short-term volunteer. This
arrangement allowed me to live inside La Ruta and to officially began fieldwork that winter,
when I stayed in La Ruta for five weeks. I received the same training that short-term as other
volunteers and slept with them in the volunteer room. I was assigned daily work slots and
assumed my shift as volunteer coordinator once a month. All the shelter staff and other
volunteers were aware that I was doing research and, in many cases, were happy to contribute
to it. I was also introduced to the staff of partner NGOs and International Organizations that
La Ruta worked with, such as Asylum Access lawyers and the social worker and therapist of
Doctors Without Borders, who were also aware of my dual role while in the shelter.
Doing fieldwork mostly within the shelter’s walls allowed me to feel safe in a
particularly dangerous context. La Ruta’s organizational rules offered protection while I
engaged in research and most importantly, a community of people that supported,
accompanied, and guided me through my years of fieldwork, activism, and thinking. The
safety offered by the shelter had a positive impact on my growth as a researcher, but also
affected how I was able to interact with migrants and asylum seekers. I eventually noticed
that conversations and interactions were very different when they took place inside La Ruta,
compared to those in the streets of Tanapan or other parts of the country. In a way, it seemed
like entering La Ruta offered people a sense of safety and trust that led them to open up and
share their stories in a way I suspect would not have happened outside. Outside of the shelter
walls people were more suspicious of interactions. Many migrants, before getting to La Ruta,
had been offered help or information that they later found out to be false or leading them into
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danger, so they had a hard time trusting strangers. Meeting inside of La Ruta and the fact that
I as part of the team of volunteers made it easier for them to trust me and agree to participate
as research subjects.
While I lived at la Ruta I engaged in countless informal conversations with migrants
and asylum seekers, members of the local community, shelter workers and other volunteers.
Among these informal encounters are hundreds of short conversations that took place while
I treated people’s feet in the shelter’s medical module. These were moments of quiet and
calm that allowed for one-on-one conversations in a more private setting. While away from
La Ruta, I continued in close communication with several of my research subjects via
Facebook, WhatsApp, email, and telephone conversations. These people would later become
some of my more robust case-studies, which are developed throughout the dissertation.
While ethnography privileges fieldwork as a main source of data, I engaged in a more
comprehensive data-collection strategy to strengthen the analysis. During this time period I
conducted 21 in-depth interviews with government officials, members of the shelter staff,
human rights activists, migrants, and asylum seekers. I also attended events organized by
pro-migrant organizations and members of the Central American and Venezuelan diaspora
which took place mainly in Mexico City, where I conducted another close to 50 hours of
participant observation. Finally, during these five years I systematically collected data,
statistics, reports, press-releases, and statements published both by the Mexican government,
international organizations, human rights activists, and other scholars, which allowed me to
build a data base of the general situation of the country and the region in terms of migration,
refuge, and human rights, in which my concrete empirical evidence could be grounded.
One of the main challenges of doing fieldwork with migrants in transit has to do with
the fact that your interlocutors are in movement, and you rarely have more than a few days
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to get to know someone. Throughout my stays at La Ruta, every day, at least one group of
people arrived and another left; some days the changes were more pronounced, with more
than 50 new people arriving and/or leaving. Volunteers also came and went quite often, in
most of my visits there was a change in the group of volunteers at least once a week. Some
people stayed longer, of course, which allowed more opportunity to connect.
This reality, however, does not mean that ethnographic work of people and spaces of
transit is an impossible task. On the one hand, the dynamism of the migrant population led
me to understand the importance of places not as abstract geographical sites but as spaces
constructed of relationships and interactions, fields with certain ground rules and histories.
As time went by, I noticed that while those who populated La Ruta and Tanapan
changed, these places retained certain characteristics that structured interaction and fostered
certain types of relationships and behaviors. Also, I witnessed how the movement of people
and the changes in their characteristics transformed La Ruta and Tanapan. Furthermore, this
two-way relationship between people and space occurred within larger national and
international contexts that deeply impacted the local dynamics. In many ways, fieldwork in
La Ruta granted me an opportunity to have a closer look into “both people and processes,
recognizing the structural and historical contexts in which individuals make choices and act”
(Vogt 2018:6). By studying La Ruta and Tanapan as spaces of transit and waiting, I was able
to examine how the politics of migration are “visualized, problematized, policed and
contested” (Vogt 2018:7). In other words, ethnographic fieldwork in this specific site allowed
me to witness stability and organization, change and chaos, power and resistance, politics
and intimacy.
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IV.

Theoretical Framework

This dissertation engages with three main areas of sociological query that can enrich the
understanding of the contemporary experiences of migration. Firstly, it contributes to
conversations around exclusion and inclusion in contemporary societies. Secondly, it aims to
elaborate on debates on inequality and different forms of capital. Thirdly, it joins debates on
the sociology of time, through analysis of the experience of time for migrants and asylum
seekers.

Contemporary Regimes of Exclusion
Some of the earliest thoughts on exclusion can be found on Max Weber’s analysis on open
and closed relationships. According to Weber, open social relationships are those whose
“system of order does not deny participation to anyone who wishes to join and is actually in
a position to do so”, while closed relationships are those where “participation of certain
persons is excluded, limited or subjected to conditions”(Weber 1978:43). Membership in a
closed social relationship involves the monopolization of resources and the appropriation of
a series of advantages, which Weber calls “rights”. Thoughts on open and closed
relationships can be applied to a wide range of social relationships, ranging from
conversations, to organizations, to membership within a nation-state.
For centuries, citizenship, or membership in a nation state, has been one of the main social
identities. Citizenship, as the main category of membership to the nation state is the main
boundary between those that can claim “the right to have rights” (Arendt 1973) and who
endures situations of rightlessness. However, the possibility of belonging also means that
there is a possibility of not-belonging, of being excluded from this membership and the
benefits it entails.
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It is worth noting that the rights Weber alludes to are related to access to resources
that are monopolized by members of a closed relationship. These rights are different to
contemporary notions of human rights, which are supposed to be universal and irrespective
of memberships in a given community. Nevertheless, as this section examines, the notion of
exclusion, rights, and human rights as a category and as an actual reality involve some
consideration.
In her work after World War II, the political theorist Hannah Arendt focused her
attention precisely on those who were excluded from this modern category of membership,
those that in her words had been ejected from “the old trinity of state-people-territory”
(1973:282) and thus became stateless and rightless as a result. Arendt was particularly
concerned by the situation of refugees (mainly Jewish communities), who had lost the
protection of their state and had been systematically persecuted and had fled their homes in
order to try and survive the extermination system of the Nazi regime. In a post war context,
among narratives of universal human rights, Arendt critically claimed that expulsion from a
political community had left these refugees also deprived of their basic human rights. Human
rights, she continued, were formulated as universal and granted to all because of their
humanity; however, the exercise and fulfillment of these human rights “relied on membership
in an organized political community” (Gündogdu 2015:3) i.e. nation states.
Nowadays, and in most cases, migrants and refugees continue to experience what
Arendt described decades ago. They encounter national and regional systems designed to
exclude them and that leave them unprotected facing increasingly restrictive and dangerous
situations. In a world where mobility, technology, communications and consumption seem
to efface borders in ways that Arendt and Weber couldn’t have imagined, migrants and
asylum seekers evidence the importance of thinking about borders and their persistent
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relevance. Borders as spaces for regulation, as physical delimitations of territories, but also
as categorical markers of inclusion and exclusion.
Perhaps one of the most creative ways of understanding the regimes of exclusion
encountered by migrants and refugee’s is through Michel Foucault’s analysis of abnormality
and control (Foucault 2001). In his lectures at the Collège de France in 1974-75, Foucault
delved into what he considers the two modes of control in Western societies: the exclusion
of the lepers, and the inclusion of the plagued. I argue that today’s migrants and asylum
seekers around the world face a combination of the two systems of control put forward by
Foucault. On the one hand, there are strategies devised to radically exclude, leave outside,
close borders, detain and keep the “undesirables”(Agier 2011) in specific territories, camps,
prisons, and waiting territories –which echo Foucault’s description of the situation of lepers
(Gil Everaert 2020; Makaremi 2011). On the other, migrants and refugees are a central
element of contemporary societies around the world, a key component of the global labor
force in countries of destination, and supporters of economies of countries of origin mainly
through the flow of remittances. The latter is similar to the strategies to conditionally or
partially include the plagued described by Foucault.
In other words, they are included into today’s society, perhaps partially and in
precarious conditions, and at the same time constantly surveilled by mechanisms of control.
This inclusion, however, is based on constant surveillance and the exercise of intensive
domination, one that permeates all the way to the individual and all the corners of society.
As De Genova argues, migrants today experience a life where ‘deportability’ (De Genova
and Peutz 2010), the ever-present possibility of being deported without it necessarily
happening, is a key characteristic of daily life. For the state, migrants become visible as
subjects of the enforcement of border policies, and invisible when it comes to granting them
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rights. In other words, migrants are caught in “regimes of mobility” (Cresswell 2001, 2006,
2010) where exclusionary state policies and liminal legality (Menjívar 2006) or exclusion
clash with their participation as part of precarious labor forces, exploitation and “sites of
profit in both licit and illicit markets” (Vogt 2018:7).
States continue to be key actors in the control and regulation of mobility. In fact, their
power to do so seems to be increasing (Freeman 1994) as the techniques and policies that
restrict, control and manage migratory flows have grown in sophistication and scope
(FitzGerald 2019; McNevin and Missbach 2018). I explore a specific case of the
contemporary politics of exclusion, those designed and implemented by the Mexican
government in the past decade. Concealed behind narratives of universal human rights and
progressive legal frameworks, the Mexican government has implemented what I call a blockand-wait system that deliberately harms and denies protection to migrants and refugees, while
systematically but indirectly violating both national law and international human rights legal
frameworks. The Mexican block-and-wait system resonates with what has become the new
norm in the Global North.
The Mexican case is one of remarkable contradiction between the stated goal of
policy and its reality in implementation. Mexico has signed most international treaties on
migrants’ and human rights and has a very progressive migratory legal framework.
According to this framework, migrants, regardless of their migratory status, have the right to
health care, education, and access to justice. However, in practice, migrants encounter a
series of bureaucratic hurdles, exclusions, and violence.
As migrant flows to Mexico have increased, so has the gap between the officially
rights granted to migrants by domestic and international laws and the actual access to these
rights. This gap reflects a growing trend in industrialized democracies (Cornelius, Martin,
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and Hollifield 1994). This “implementation deficit” (Gündogdu 2015) is a result both of
contradictions within the policy formation process (Castles 2003:215) and a deliberate
attempt to deter and block migration flows as well as to deny rights and international
protection (Aleinikoff and Zamore 2019; FitzGerald 2019). In other words, the Mexican
block-and-wait system, does not only constrain mobility but systematically violates the
human rights of those in movement or seeking protection and safety. Contemporary policies
in Mexico, and the region, have deliberately put migrants in harm’s way, increased situations
of risk and vulnerability, and turned a blind eye to violations by hiding behind narratives of
hyper-legalism and human rights that are not translated into concrete practices and a rightsoriented reality.

Social Capital in Mobility: Interaction, strategy, Tactics, and Resistance
A contemporary analysis of exclusion and inclusion with migrants and refugees at the
forefront, opens the doors for another important area of sociological debate: social inequality.
The link between inequality and migration has been part of sociological explorations for a
long time. Differences in wages, costs of living and access to opportunities have been
theorized to propel the movement of millions from poorer to richer nations across the globe.
Explorations of the unequal distribution of political power across nations, and how structural
differences between countries structure migratory patterns have also played a significant role
in the understanding of migration movements. As migration theories have grown in
complexity and sophistication, inequality has remained as a central component of the
analysis.
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Mobility is one of the most significant resources of the 21st century and “its
differential distribution produces some of the starkest differences today” (Cresswell
2010:22). In other words, possibilities and rights to movement differ across class, race and
nationality, among others. Also, not all movements are understood and responded to in the
same way. The most affluent are more likely to engage in migratory journeys that are safe,
predictable and legally authorized. The poorest, on the other hand, tend to migrate irregularly,
engaging in risky journeys and enduring constant mistreatments and rejections. Differentials
in capital, in its different forms, are also present in places of destination, where those with
larger levels of capital tend to have an easier integration path, a larger pool of opportunities,
and more robust safety nets than those with low levels of capital.
In this dissertation I explore the experiences of migrants and refugees whose levels
of economic, cultural, and social capital tend to be low, with a few exceptions. Furthermore,
I show how complicated migratory journeys and restrictive policies tend to further reduce
their capital stock, impacting even those who started in a more privileged situation. I focus
my analysis on social capital and the role it plays for migrants as they move, while they wait,
and as they navigate complicated bureaucratic procedures and attempt to settle down in
Mexico.
Social capital, or the “aggregate of actual or potential resources which are linked to
possession of a durable network of relationships” (Bourdieu 1986:248), opens up a fertile
ground to explore the intersection between economic, power, and social differences and how
these play out for different actors in different structural positions. In migration studies, social
capital in the form of networks has been posited as an explanation for migratory movements,
a vehicle for integration (Poros 2011), and a source of network-mediated benefits such as
employment and housing (Nee and Nee 1986; Portes 1998; Zhou 1992). As important as
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these studies have been in understanding the integration experiences of migrants, an
increasingly significant component of the migratory experience has been left out of analysis
of social capital: migrant journeys, or the spaces and moments between departure and arrival
to the place of destination. I contribute to the understanding of this emerging reality of
contemporary migrations by arguing that while for migrants social capital is profoundly
shaped by the conditions and opportunity structures within host societies (Ryan, Erel, and
D’Angelo 2015) it also plays a crucial role in spaces of transit or journeying.
Migrants and refugees, particularly those fleeing situations of violence or extreme
poverty, experience displacement as having a detrimental effect in their already scarce social
capital. During their long, risky, and complicated journeys –such as the ones described in this
dissertation– constant and clandestine movement results in a difficulty of establishing social
ties or even the slightest sense of community and belonging. Given the fact that social capital
requires an “unceasing effort of sociability” (Bourdieu 1986:250), displacement and
exclusion from the possibility of sustained interaction renders the possibility of accessing,
building, and sharing social capital quite difficult. However, even in these conditions,
migrants, refugees and a series of organizations that work to support them, have created
spaces of strategic interaction (Jasper 2004) where migrants are able to access a series of
potential resources that can make their journeys easier and safer.
Rather than thinking of stability, strong ties and sustained interaction as necessary
conditions for social capital, I use the notion of the Pause to see and understand interaction
and social capital in migratory journeys. In spaces and moments of pause, strategic
interactions offer both the opportunity of accessing resources such as information, networks,
and expertise and also “some possibility of resistance, a focus on interaction, and projects
oriented toward the future” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998 cited in Jasper 2015:19–20).
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Sociology of Time and Migration and Refugee Studies
While notions of exclusion, inclusion and inequality have been constantly present in studies
of migration, a sociological approach to time has not played a central role in these analyses,
until recently. In migration studies, time has mostly been incorporated either through lifecourse and intergenerational mobility analysis or from a historical standpoint. Dreby’s work
on the contrast between notions and experiences of time of immigrant parents and their
children (Dreby 2010, 2015) and Smith’s analysis on how legal status affects upward
mobility of immigrants in the United States (Smith forthcoming) are two examples of works
on immigrants’ life course and intergenerational mobility. Smith’s life course analysis
includes a temporal dimension by assessing how present actions are informed by future
expectations, and how these tend to become self-fulfilling. Time from a historical standpoint
is central to comparative analysis of waves of migration and in understanding how earlier
migratory movements influence and shape the contexts of more recent ones (Foner 2013).
Other set of studies on time and migration, mainly in anthropology and geography, have
focused on time as a resource for the control of movement and domination of migrants. In
this dissertation I analyze the role of time both as an experience that is particularly impacted
by migratory movements as well as a technique of domination, increasingly used by nation
states around the world.
I explore migrants and refugees’ experiences by placing time at the center of the
analysis. Broadly, this analytical move involves exploring time as power, time as a
differentially distributed resource, time as capital, and time as an individual and collective
experience. Including a temporal dimension in the analysis of migrants’ experience is central
to understanding individual and collective action, as well as the reproduction and
transformation of social structures.
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With this purpose in mind, I draw upon two sociological perspectives on time. The
first one, inspired by Durkheim (1912), posits time as socially created; a reflection of a
particular type of social order but also as a representation which in itself contributes to the
preservation of that given order. As social actors, we are embedded in structural temporalrelational contexts, where we experience different temporal orientations –toward the past,
present and future– that orient our action. From this perspective, agency is a “temporally
embedded process of social engagement” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998).
In most cases, while immersed in social space and social time, time goes by
unnoticed, as our temporal expectations and the objective realities seem to correspond.
Nevertheless, there are moments when this correspondence does not occur: (1) when the
difference between socially expected durations (SEDs) and the actual durations (Merton
1984) becomes evident and either time seems to be lacking or there is ‘too much time’; and
(2) when the relationship between time and power, and thus inequality or injustice, becomes
unavoidably evident as when one is forced to wait; and when uncertainty and indeterminacy
are perceived as the main characteristics of a temporal landscape, at least for some. Those
are the moments when time is noticed and where we experience things such as waiting,
nostalgia, impatience, and boredom (Bourdieu 2000). It is in these instances when the
experience of time becomes even more relevant for social analysis.
The second strand of sociological literature that is central for this project is the one
that establishes time as an instance of power and inequality, where the possibilities of
controlling time –one’s own and others’– are linked to power and capital distributions
(Auyero 2012; Bourdieu 2000; Schwartz 1974, 1975). These explorations show that in no
way is time a fixed independent entity, but it is also not a completely arbitrary experience; it
is one subject to regularities, distribution of different forms of capital, and thus power. Those
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with more capital and power are better able to plan, organize, and predict their lives than
those who lack both capital and power. Furthermore, the former have the power of making
other wait or rush, while the later tend to experience not only a lack of temporal sovereignty
(Wajcman 2015) but also pervasive uncertainty of even their most immediate futures. The
lack of temporal sovereignty entails a loss of autonomy and freedom and is also a marker of
inequality and lack of social justice (Abad Miguélez 2018).
Both of these perspectives on time can profoundly enrich studies of migration. On the
one hand, during migration experiences it is rare for time to go unnoticed. For those leaving
their homes, entering other countries, transiting through foreign territories, crossing borders,
and expecting to arrive and settle into new places, time is an ever-present and rarely
unnoticed experience and consequently sociologically relevant.
Firstly, migrants and asylum seekers –in Mexico and the world– encounter a profound
dissonance between the socially expected duration and the actual duration of their
experiences, ranging from migratory journeys, the time it will take to achieve a set goal, or
even the duration of their stay in a given destination. Secondly, for those who engage in
bureaucratic or administrative processes with the state, there tends to be a
significant disjuncture between the expected length of processes and the actual duration of
bureaucratic procedures. In other words, the socially prescribed expectation of the temporal
duration of the wait, which in many cases is set in normative frameworks, is very different
to the actual length of their waiting time. Thirdly, contemporary regimes of exclusion and
control of mobilities have led to millions of migrants and asylum seekers in situations of
prolonged immobility, waiting, uncertainty and vulnerability.
As the paragraph above outlines, for migrants around the world, experiences of time
render it not only evident and visible, but also problematic. An important component of their
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temporal experience takes the form of waiting for prolonged and uncertain lengths of time;
running and rushing to avoid detention or deportation and being subjected to a sense of
overall uncertainty. Current sociological explorations of the relationship between time and
power, mainly through the experience of waiting and its links to domination become a
powerful tool of analysis for these experiences. In his analysis of waiting experiences of the
poor in Argentina, Auyero argues that waiting is a “temporal process in and through which
political subordination is reproduced” (2012:2), one of the not-so-visible fists by which the
state controls and imposes its authority. Furthermore, he argues that experiences of waiting,
“offer an excellent opportunity to study the daily exercise or denial or rights” (2012:8), which
is one of the central questions that guides this dissertation as well as many examinations of
migration.
For migrants and asylum seekers, waiting has become not only common but
prevalent. As surveillance of borders increases, and restrictions to movement and integration
abound, migrants remain trapped in waiting territories (Gil Everaert 2020; Makaremi 2011),
encountering situations of enforced idleness (Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson 2013) chronic
waiting (Jeffrey 2008), where people wait for years or even lifetimes, and existential
immobility (Hage 2009), where not only is actual movement impaired but life itself seems to
be on hold, stuck. As these studies show, waiting has profound effects on peoples’ lives.
Among them, is the experience of life as in a permanent and “extended suspended present”
(Gray 2011), where possibilities of planning or even imagining the future are destroyed.
In temporal terms, and especially for those who migrate under most pressing and
strenuous circumstances, life has “turned into a game of chance” (Bourdieu 2000:221) where
the link between the present and the future seems to have broken. In other words, the
possibility of controlling their future -even the most immediate one- seems to be out of reach,
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and the present is experienced as combination of overwhelming uncertainty and temporal
disorganization, coexisting with hopelessness, fantasy, and an overall feeling of
powerlessness.
However, moments and spaces of waiting are also “sites of struggle, action, and
political possibilities” (Conlon 2010, 2011; Mountz 2011; Mountz et al. 2002). I find that,
although waiting is a technique of domination, control, and denial of basic human rights
imposed by the Mexican State’s block-and-wait system, it is also encountered and actively
resisted by migrants, asylum seekers and human rights organizations. Even when facing
indeterminate waiting periods and uncertainty of when and if they will end, through
encounters and strategic interaction migrants and the people they encounter along the way
build spaces of safety and protection; participate in processes of knowledge generation and
sharing of expertise; build temporary communities that offer a sense of belonging; and
actively balance the constrains they face in the present with the possibility of imagining and
holding on to a hope for a better future.
V.

A Brief Note on Categories: Migrants, Refugees and Asylum seekers

The first time I talked to Bryan, he told me he wanted to get to the United States and work
there, because that’s where the money is, not back in Honduras. He stated that an economic
motivation was the reason that made him leave. A few days later, while eating lunch, we
talked more and he told me he used to work the fields back in his hometown in Honduras,
until the droughts became so bad that for two continuous seasons there were no crops.
Bryan left his hometown and went to one of Honduras’ main cities, there, he worked
as an employee of a small convenience store, where he sold food and basic home supplies.
Once a month, a member of a gang stopped by to collect the derecho de piso (right to
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land/floor) tax. This illegal “tax” is part of the everyday reality of workers and businesses in
most cities of Honduras, you either pay it or face the consequences. As the “tax” increased,
Bryan’s boss struggled to pay it, and at the same time have money for rent, electricity and
stocking the store. Eventually, money was not enough, and Bryan received a threat –they had
a week to pay, or else…Bryan said he did not know what they would do, but he had heard
stories of people being kidnapped, raped, or even murdered. In his case, the failure to pay
resulted in the store being burnt overnight. When his boss called him to let him know, Bryan
packed his things and left.
While it was true that Bryan was left without a job, and that he left Honduras in search
of better employment opportunities, it is undeniable that the lack of employment is also
tightly linked to violence, threats, and organized crime. Bryan’s case is only one of the
thousands that illustrate the blurry lines between what is labelled as “economic migration”
and the experience of forced displacement behind refugee movements. Rather than an
exception, Bryan’s case proved to be closer to the rule or the norm throughout my fieldwork,
leading me to reflect on the convenience and relevance of existing categories of analysis such
as the distinction between migrants and refugees. In the case of Central Americans, as in
many others around the world,
“a distinction between migration and displacement is somewhat artificial because
the lines between the two phenomena are often blurred. They are perhaps best
viewed as lying at two ends of a continuum with predominantly forced movement
at one end and predominantly voluntary movement at the other.” (Millard y LaraFlorian 2018:6)

Traditionally, there are at least three dimensions where the distinction between migrants,
refugees and asylum seekers acquires relevance: (1) as distinct legal categories, (2) in terms
of the nature and motivation of movements (3) the subjectivity of those in mobility.
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Concerning the first dimension, legal categories –both in international and domestic law–
clearly distinguish between migrants, whether regular or irregular, and asylum seekers, who
become refugees when their claim for protection is recognized by the host State. The different
legal categories include differential access to rights and benefits.
In Mexico, for instance, asylum seekers have the right to remain in Mexican territory
while their claim is being processed. During that period, they have the right to a regular
migratory status, which protects them from detention and deportation, and a temporary work
permit. Irregular migrants, in contrast, have no work permit and can be detained and deported
at any moment. Both irregular migrants and asylum seekers have the right to free emergency
health care, access to justice and the right to education. However, the category of asylum
seekers has also been subject of criticism, for it “emphasizes the suspended recognition of a
community” (Nyers 2003) and has, especially in recent years, made it easier for governments
to avoid their obligations by not acknowledging or postponing the recognition of asylum
seekers as refugees (Gill 2009; Tyler 2006). Some authors, as a response to this criticism,
prefer the term forced migrants to portray the experience of those forced to leave their homes
and search for international protection.
The second dimension of difference involves the motivation of movement. In this
aspect, discussions abound, but the most traditional definition distinguishes migrants from
asylum seekers because of the voluntary nature of the movement of the former, compared to
the forced displacement faced by the latter. Other accounts of mobility discuss this issue less
like a binary and more in terms of a spectrum where neither movement is neither completely
voluntary nor forced. This spectrum is related to both drivers and triggers of displacement,
experienced by different people in different contexts. In other words, the movement of
migrants can also be propelled by structural pressures such as poverty, inequality and crime.
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At the same time, refugees also decide to leave at certain moments, involving a certain
amount of choice even within contexts of severe displacement.
Finally, the third dimension of the distinction has to do with the subjectivity of those
in mobility. Dualistic accounts of mobility portray migrants as voluntarist agents,
entrepreneurs who decide and actively engage in migratory journeys where, despite the
obstacles, they incorporate into host societies, succeed and experience upward mobility based
solely on their individual efforts. On the other side of the coin, refugees are forced to leave
and become passive victims waiting for acknowledgement and wholly dependent on charity
and humanitarian aid. Just like the previous dimension, I think that this distinction tends to
oversimplify and generalize what are complex subjectivities and experiences.
Throughout this dissertation, I aim to portray contemporary mobilities in Mexico
from a perspective that transcends these binaries. I attempt to avoid essentialisms and
acknowledge that the task of classifying people into clear-cut categories is not only
unproductive but almost always impossible. The motives behind the movement of those I got
the chance to study, as well as their needs, intentions, experiences, and even their legal
categorizations shifted through time and overlapped migrant/refugee categories. As Castles
(2003) argues, “weak economies and weak states generally go together, people move both to
escape impoverishment and human rights abuse. Such ´multiple motivations' lead to a
'migration-asylum nexus', which makes it hard to distinguish clearly between economic
migrants and refugees” (211).
La Ruta describes its population as migrant-peoples, because, according to the
shelter’s founders and staff, official discourses and policies have stripped migrants of their
personhood. Following this line of thought, talking about them exclusively as migrants fails
to take into account the whole structural conditions that push people to leave their homes in
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search for a better, or in some cases, just a possibility of survival. My findings echo La Ruta’s
perspective on the problematic nature of this distinction.
In many ways, the distinction between migrants and asylum seekers has been utilized
by governments and anti-immigrant groups to claim that the former migrate voluntary and
for purely economic reasons, and thus do not require protection or special care. However, I
share La Ruta’s assertion that all of those who move in contexts such as the Central AmericaMexico-U.S. corridor face situations of risk and vulnerability, and there is a need to
strengthen systems of protection and respect of basic human rights that transcend the artificial
distinction between migrants and refugees. Furthermore, the reasons that lead people to leave
their homes are multi-causal and multilayered and include both economic factors and threats
to their personal security and life.
In spite of this claim, for the sake of clarity I do distinguish between migrants and
asylum seekers when it is relevant in terms of the bureaucratic processes that people are
involved in and when it comes to specific rights differentially ascribed by law and to these
groups.
VI.

Chapter Outline

It has been argued that the study of migration is articulated around three main areas of
inquiry: movement, settlement, and control (Kivisto and Faist 2010). This dissertation
engages with that triad of inquiry from an interaction and temporal perspective. I argue that
these three nodes of inquiry cannot be fully comprehended without analyzing how they
influence, counter, and reinforce each other. In other words, throughout this dissertation, I
aim to connect control with movement –and immobility– and the possibility and
impossibility of settlement. Furthermore, the following pages are an attempt at questioning
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the binaries that have informed many studies of migration for decades, such as
origin/destination, movement/stasis, legal/illegal, regular/irregular, migrants/refugees,
incorporation/exclusion, transit/settlement.
Throughout the coming chapters, I explore how these apparently clear cut analytical
and empirical boundaries are rather complex and blurry. Through this exploration I aim to
provide a critical insight into contemporary experiences of migration in Mexico by engaging
with the notions of movement, control, and settlement from a critical perspective.
Chapter One is devoted to setting the scene, to describe the ground where the analysis
takes place. First, the chapter introduces the notion of the crisis cycle and analyzes how
governments had appealed to notions of ‘crisis’ and ‘emergency’ in order to implement
increasingly restrictive migratory and asylum policies. Through this perspective, I analyze
the case of the Central America – Mexico- US migratory corridor in depth. Secondly, this
chapter analyzes Mexico’s active participation in the design, enactment, and support of the
block-and-wait system. This system and the strategies to control movement, criminalize
migration, and deny international protection to those that were forced to flee their countries
is the structural context within which the rest of the chapters take place. Chapters Two, Three,
and Four offer in-depth explorations of experiences of migrants and asylum seekers as they
navigate this block-and-wait system.
Chapter Two explores moments of Pause, where migrants in transit can take a break,
be safe, protected, and be informed of their rights. In these spaces, migrants interact with
other migrants, but also with activists and local populations. Throughout the chapter I show
how the Pause offers a moment and a space, within turbulent migratory trajectories, where
strategic interaction can take place. Strategic interaction becomes key for migrants because
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interaction is a necessary condition for social capital, which offers migrants access to a series
of potential resources that can make their journeys easier and safer.
In Chapter Three I analyze the experience of waiting. Waiting is an imposed
immobility faced by thousands of migrants and asylum seekers in Mexico. Again, the
interaction between control and movement becomes evident as the Mexican government, in
an effort to control migratory flows and deter asylum seekers from requesting protection,
imposed prolonged periods of waiting and a great degree of temporal uncertainty, what I call
the Waiting Regime. Asylum seekers face a dilemma between either waiting patiently to hear
back from the government or abandoning their requests and losing their regular migratory
status and the protection and rights that come with it. This situation has a stratified effect,
impacting those with lower levels of capital more intensely and thus reinforcing preexisting
inequalities.
Finally, the question of settlement, not as an assumed fact of the migratory
experience, but as a possibility or impossibility is the guiding idea of Chapter Four. In that
last chapter of this dissertation, I explore the idea of settlement from a critical perspective: is
settlement possible in situations of continuous displacement or in precarious temporal
spaces? How can the notion of incorporation be reframed to encompass contemporary
situations of mobility and immobility? How can one build a home in movement, uncertainty,
and continuous risk? I explore the ways in which asylum seekers actively inhabit spaces of
waiting and spatial immobility, while holding on to their future projects. I call this process
inhabiting the meanwhile and show how as governments implement more restrictive policies,
constraints to movement, and prolonged moments of waiting, migrants and organizations like
La Ruta, create spaces and possibilities of meaningfully inhabiting these interstices in
migratory journeys.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Crisis Cycle and the Establishment of the Block-and Wait System

Today the Beast came by Tanapan. Around nine in the morning, following the
train’s whistle, people started screaming “the train!”, “the Beast is coming!”.
Movement was felt throughout the shelter as many ran to get their things, others
were waken up by their travel companions, and all exchanged quick goodbyes
with newly found friends, shelter staff, and people along the way. A large group
mainly composed by young men, I could count about 50-or 60, ran through the
shelter’s main door and toward the train tracks, located less than a mile away. I
noticed some people left without their things, so I asked another volunteer who
had been at the shelter longer than I had. She said that people went and watched,
they wanted to get a sense of what boarding the train was like. Learn by watching,
in a way, and prepare for when it was their moment to try and ride the train.
A few minutes after the rush toward the train a small group came back to the
shelter. They were shaking, pale, and one of them was crying. I instantly knew
something had gone wrong. “He fell off the train” one of them said, with a
faltering voice. Another continued, “the train cut off his legs”, and yet another
one “I only saw that his face turned white and he crossed himself”. They said the
train was going fast, “it had four machines (locomotives), it was going at more
than 100 km/h”.
The whole shelter was in shock. Suddenly silence imposed itself in a place filled
by screams, laughter, good luck wishes and music just a few minutes before. I
was in shock as well, unable to react, trying to get a grasp of what was happening.
Fieldnotes, 2016

The young man who fell of the train was Marvin, a 25-year old from Honduras. While he
survived the accident, he lost his left foot and part of his leg. That night, the shelter director
spoke to the whole shelter after dinner. Anger, sadness, and fear were more visible than usual
on people’s faces. Outraged, he exclaimed, “we all know who’s guilty for this, it is the
Mexican State, the Central American governments, not the migrants!” Some people cheered,
others nodded, and we were all visibly shaken up. Marvin’s accident would become one of
the most poignant examples of the impact of increasingly restrictive border policies in the
lives and bodies of migrants and asylum seekers in Mexico; the literal “embodiment of
political decisions in migratory policy” (Menjívar 2006).
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Unfortunately, experiences like Marvin’s were becoming more and more common as
the Mexican and U.S. governments implemented strategies to block mobility through Mexico
and into the United States. Historically, migration has been used as a token in negotiations
between the U.S. and Mexico. For many years, conversations revolved around what Mexico
had to do in order for the U.S. government to improve the conditions of Mexicans in the U.S.,
free-trade agreements, and the easier and more efficient flow of workforce from one country
to another.
For the past decade, and especially since 9/11, the narrative around migration took a
clear turn toward national security, the sealing of borders, and the fight against organized
crime. 9/11 also marked the moment when the notion of illegal migrants as threats to national
security was put into effect by the United States government and disseminated in the region
(Villafuerte Solís and García Aguilar 2007). This shift was evident in the enactment of
policies such as the Merida Initiative, the South Plan, the Smart Border Agreement, the
Central American Regional Security Initiative, and the most recent Southern Border Plan.
The combination between discourses of national security that criminalize irregular
migrants and policies designed to block mobility and deny protection to those forced to flee
their countries constitutes what I call the block-and-wait system. As its name indicates, this
system involves, on the one hand, the implementation of measures to block mobility across
borders and through Mexico. On the other, it relies on devices of temporal uncertainty and
prolonged waiting periods that trap and stall migrants and asylum seekers. This chapter is an
analysis of the effects of migratory policies on the patterns, directionality, temporality, costs,
and risks of migrating to and through Mexico (Anguiano Téllez and Trejo Peña 2007;
Mármora 2004).
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This chapter’s aim is twofold. First, it introduces the notion of the crisis cycle and
analyzes how governments appeal to notions of ‘crisis’ and ‘emergency’ in order to
implement increasingly restrictive migratory and asylum policies. For this purpose, I offer a
brief historical account of migratory policies and dynamics in the region (Central America,
Mexico and the United States) for the past twenty years. Through this recount I show how,
rather than addressing and solving these critical situation, government’s responses have led
to the materialization of even more dire situations. Secondly, this chapter analyzes Mexico’s
active participation in the design, enactment, and support of the block-and-wait system.
I.

Crisis: The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

In the past years, it has become clear that there is a global crisis in which millions of migrants,
refugees, asylum seekers and hundreds of states are immersed. Images of massive exodus of
people trapped in makeshift houses along borders, boats overflowed by people attempting to
reach a safer shore, and entire families fleeing their homes have become constant presences
in media outlets worldwide. Public reactions have ranged from indignation and an outcry for
their protection to blatant racism and xenophobia. Governments around the world have
responded with the design and implementation of policies to address the ‘problem’ of
migration. Parallel to this, organized civil society at the local, national and international level
has entered the mobility battlefield, seeking to fight against abuses to migrants and refugees’
human rights and building systems of support that have far exceeded the state responses.
Within this state of global ‘crisis’, the role of nation states and national governments
has been an issue of ample debate. Some perceive the governments to be struggling to address
these ‘crises’, a struggle that becomes evident in the widening gap between the goals of the
policies they formulate and the policies’ outcomes (Cornelius and Tsuda 2004:5). Others, a
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perspective that I share throughout this dissertation, have found that the capacity of
contemporary governments –particularly those of rich Western states– to control and regulate
mobilities is increasing (Freeman 1994) and that techniques and policies that restrict, control
and manage migratory flows has grown in sophistication and scope (FitzGerald 2019;
McNevin and Missbach 2018). In other words, in this state of ‘crisis’, national governments
are still key players in “shaping human mobility and responding to displacement” (Mountz
2011:382).
Throughout this dissertation I aim to provide evidence that, just as Arendt argued in
the aftermath of WWII, today’s mobility issues are “a problem not of space but of political
organization” (Arendt 1973:294). This political organization profits from a process of
“catastrophization” (Ophir 2013) through which states and other powerful actors “produce
the performative discourse on disaster” (Fassin and Pandolfi 2013:17) to legitimize a constant
state of exception. Echoing Benjamin’s (2003) thought, critical situations have become the
rule and states of exception have become the current standard for governments’ action. As
Agamben noted,
“the voluntary creation of a permanent state of emergency (though perhaps not
declared in the technical sense) has become one of the essential practices of
contemporary states, including so-called democratic ones” transforming what were
once thought of as exceptional measures into “a technique of government” (2005:2).

In this chapter, I explore how, the ways in which contemporary governments shape human
mobility are closely tied to the notion of crisis. Crisis involve conceiving a certain situation
from a perspective that “emphasizes its apparent unpredictability, abnormality, and brevity”
(Calhoun 2013:55). Furthermore, crisis carry “the corollary that response – intervention- is
necessary” (Calhoun 2013:55). Furthermore, when it comes to migration, there has been a
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global trend toward linking migratory movements, particularly unauthorized migration, to
criminality which results in turning migrants into criminals.
The Mexican block-and-wait system has engaged in these criminalization processes
as well. The criminalization of migration refers to “the increasing use of criminal law in
immigration matters, the criminalizing of public discourse, and other policies and practices
that stigmatize migrants and refugees, and/or diminish their rights” (Atak and Simeon
2018:4–5). This process of criminalization conditions interactions between migrants and
state officials but also between migrants and local populations. Migrants are deemed as
inherently criminal, categorized as individuals who “resemble their crime before they commit
it” (Foucault 2001 cited in Peters and Besley 2014:104).
According to some scholars, this process, which has been termed can been traced to
the 1980s, where the juxtaposition of Cold War Politics and the War on Drugs resulted in the
consolidation of the discursive apparatuses that linked crime, race, and immigration (Juárez
Pérez 2019). The criminalization of migration has gained strength as yeas have gone by, with
9/11 marking the most important event in its dissemination and worldwide enactment
(Alarcón 2016; Alarcón and Becerra 2012; Massey, Pren, and Durand 2009; Meissner et al.
2013).
In the Central America – Mexico – United States migrant corridor, the establishment
of the block-and-wait system both relies on and fosters discourses of migrants as criminals,
threats to national security, and migratory movements as the causes of profound social crises.
Throughout the region, this block-and-wait system has led to the proliferation of narratives
of Central American migrants as “criminals”, “gang members”, “filthy” or “junkies”
(Televisa 2018). In Mexico, these narratives of criminalization and stigmatization have been
on the rise during the past years and are particularly strong in spaces close to the borders,
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both the southern and northern ones. In 2018, Tijuana’s major, Juan Manuel Gastélum
referred to members of the migrant caravans as “undesirables, bums and potheads” going as
far as to argue that “human rights should be for humans who do things right4” (Milenio 2018).
While human rights activists and other sectors of Mexican society strongly reacted to
statements like the former and denounced its blatant xenophobia, millions of Mexicans
support these criminalization narratives and have asked the Mexican government to
strengthen border policing and exclude irregular migrants from access to rights. According
to a national survey done in 2010, 25% percent of the respondents believe that the Mexican
government should increase efforts to control migration. This percentage grows in border
cities such as Tanapan, where 35.1% support stricter border control (CONAPRED 2010).
The preliminary results of the same survey but of 2017, show that as time has gone by,
discrimination and xenophobia have increased. As an example, in 2017, 40% of the
respondents would not consider renting a room to someone who was born in another country,
compared to 26.6% in 2010 (CONAPRED 2017).
In short, in the U.S-Mexico-Central America corridor, the depiction of the migratory
and refugee situation as critical, and of those in movement as criminals, has served as ground
for the enactment of drastic policies and measures that, intendedly or unintendedly, have
complicated things even further, not only for migrants but also for origin, host societies and
government. Furthermore, appealing to notions of emergency and urgency, policies have
been reactive, rather than responsive and have failed to transcend the short-term nature of
political and electoral cycles and thus failed to address migration processes that are of more
long-term nature (Castles 2003:223). In short, the formulation and implementation of flawed

4

The literal phrase in Spanish was “los derechos humanos para los humanos derechos”, which I translated.
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policies thought of as ‘solutions’ to the migratory crisis has materialized into more critical
situations trapping the region I what I call the crisis cycle.
II.

The Mexican Crisis Cycle

Traditionally, Mexico has been considered and analyzed as a country of origin, or a site of
expulsion. While this was historically true and continues to be so to a certain extent5, Mexico
is increasingly also a country of transit, destination, and return of migrants. These three
mobility dynamics have increased in number and political relevance in the past decades,
particularly since the turn of the 21st century. In the past decades, the Mexican territory has
turned into a poignant display of two of the most representative contemporary social
dynamics: massive displacement due to inequality and diverse manifestations of structural
violence on the one hand; and increasingly restrictive migratory and asylum policies designed
to block movement and deter claims for international protection on the other.
For migrants and refugees from Central America, Mexico is either an unavoidable
space on the way to the United States, or the closest option for a semi-safe space outside of
the Northern Triangle. Mexico is what divides the North and South in the Americas, a
territory that embodies the difference between the rich and powerful northern nations (the
United States and Canada) from Latin American countries 6. At least since the mid-1900s,
Central American countries have experienced sustained economic deterioration and a rise in
political turmoil, violence, natural disasters, and general instability. Since the 1970s, millions
of Central Americans have left their homes in search for a better life and by the end of the

According to 2017 data from the Institute for Mexicans in the Exterior, close to 12 million Mexicans were
registered to be living abroad. Out of these, 97% lives in the United States (Instituto de los Mexicanos en el
Exterior 2017). The same year, the Pew Research Center estimated that 36.6 million Hispanics of Mexican
origin lived in the United States (Noe-Bustamante, Flores, and Shah 2019).
6 This North-South division has grown in significance in the past decades (Castles 2003) and, as I will argue
throughout this dissertation, it does not only maintain (Zolberg 1989) but also reinforces inequality.
5
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first decade of the 21st century, around 1.5 million people entered Mexico through its
southern border every year (González-Murphy and Koslowski 2011) most of them entering
Mexico with the intention of reaching the United States 7. An important number of these
migrants do not reach their intended destination. According to Canales and Rojas Weisner
(2018), between 2005 and 2015, only 24 percent of Central American migrants reached their
intended destination: The United States (p. 73). Many are detained and deported either by
Mexican or U.S. authorities and many others fall prey to criminal groups, encounter obstacles
to their mobility which force them to reformulate their plans, or, like Marvin, experience
accidents which leave them impaired to continue their migratory journeys.
It is no surprise that for the U.S. government, Mexico is a strategic territory to
establish a buffer zone for those attempting to reach the United States. The Mexican and
Central Americans governments have become key allies of the U.S. government in this
regional implementation of security strategies. This is partly because of its strategic location
for south-north drug smuggling, according to the State’s Department International Narcotics
Control Strategy Report for 2012, “approximately 95 percent of the cocaine entering the
United States from South America passes through Mexico and Central America, and nearly
80 percent stops first in a Central American country” (Selee et al. 2013:4). This fact has
turned into a priority the territorial control of the zone not only for regional and transnational
drug trading organizations but for other governments as well. The strategic worth of these
territories has led some to label México and the Northern Triangle of Central America the
“American Mediterranean”, a sort of “strategic reservoir” for the United States (Ayón
2015:38).

7 According

to some estimates, between 150,000 and 400,000 people cross Mexico’s southern border each year
with the intention of reaching the United States (Cabrera 2018).
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This regional turn toward border securitization has led to two important changes in
terms of the regulation of movement in the region: (1) the entire Mexican territory has
become a space for the regulation of mobilities, a 5,000 km border (Anguiano Téllez,
Hernández López, and Villafuerte Solís 2018; Anguiano Téllez and Trejo Peña 2007;
González, Zapata, and Anguiano Téllez 2017). In this whole-territory border, tense
encounters between migrants, asylum seekers, Mexican authorities, CSOs, and criminal
groups take place and shape contemporary journeys of migrants and refugees. Also, and
following this idea, (2) the border between Mexico and Guatemala has become an
increasingly relevant site to understand contemporary migratory dynamics in the Americas.
This border, which used to be relatively porous, has become one of the most visible displays
of the power of contemporary migratory regulation and control policies8.
For the past ten years, Mexico has been immersed in what seems to be a constant state
of emergency, and a migratory crisis with no foreseeable solution. As the number of migrants
entering the country increases, so do the restrictions to mobility and surveillance of borders.
However, rather than a decrease in the flows of people leaving their homes and making their
way into and through Mexico, these restrictions have resulted in riskier journeys, countless
violations of human rights, and the collapse of the institutions and systems of migrants and
refugee protection. In other words, critical situations have led to interventions that have
resulted –intendedly or unintendedl– in even more profound crisis. While the situation today
is undeniably critical, the current state of affairs is in large part the result of a political failure.
Portraying the current situation as a crisis, “deflects responsibility for the policies that have

Mexico’s Southern border has been a token on negotiations between the US and the Mexican government for
decades. It was central in discussions on trade and development that led to the NAFTA, but it has also been a
condition for migratory reforms: if you take care of the southern border, we’ll take care of Mexicans in the
United States (Villafuerte Solís and García Aguilar 2007).
8
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created the conditions for such migration” (Délano Alonso 2020:74). Governments continue
to turn a blind eye into the conditions that generate displacement, and the complexities of
migratory phenomena and thus formulate policies doomed to fail, among other things
because of its failure to address the structural causes of contemporary displacement.
The following sections analyze the contemporary Mexican Migratory and Refugee
crisis cycle, illustrated in Figure 1. In this crisis cycle, situations of displacement are met by
restrictive measures (the block and wait system) that feed into conditions of social detriment
in countries of origin and transit and which result in further expulsions and riskier and costlier
migratory journeys. Furthermore, the block-and-wait system has not only failed to address
the situations has profited from and reinforced the crisis faced by migrants and refugees in
Mexico. For analytical purposes I have outlined five phases that range from the early 2000s
to 2019, the end of this dissertation’s fieldwork.

Figure 1.The Mexican Migratory and Refugee Crisis Cycle.

Source: Created by author

Phase 1: 2000-2013 - Crisis in Central America
In Central America, the last decade of the twentieth century came with efforts toward the
instauration of democracy and real institutional innovation. A central aspect of these
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institutional transformations materialized in the signing of Peace Agreements throughout the
region: in 1990 in Nicaragua, 1992 in El Salvador, and 1996 in Guatemala.
With the signing of the Peace Agreements, Central America entered a new phase
where military rule was replaced by civil authorities. However, de-militarization efforts,
transitional justice and the promise for change that characterized the 1990s were quickly
overshadowed by deepening poverty and inequality, weak democratic regimes, feeble lawenforcement institutions, a surge in crime and violence, and overall social unrest and
inconformity throughout the region. The belief in the power of democratization to pacify and
reorganize political regimes and opposition; the belief in neoliberalism’s promise of
economic development and the attempts toward more secure and crime-free societies
comprised the Central American imaginary during the transition processes. Nevertheless,
these ideals rapidly turned into disillusionment when supposedly democratically elected
regimes came through power through electoral frauds; poverty and inequality, far from
declining continued to grow; and peace strategies failed continuously, giving way to
strategies based on increased militarization, repression and widespread violations of human
rights. The first decade of the 21st century was characterized by rising violence and “mano
dura” (zero tolerance) policies to confront criminal groups, mainly gangs. However, these
policies’ failure became evident when even after re-militarization efforts, tough law
enforcement and pervasive persecution and political repression, levels of violence continued
to rise in Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala.
Decades of political unrest, military rule, and the inherent instability of democratic
transitions in the region were further complicated by the economic crisis that hit the region
during the 1980s. Not only did these countries start political transitions in the context of an
economic crisis but transitions also occurred in terms of the push toward the establishment
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of a new economic model based on international trade, less state inference in economic
decisions and ample modernization of productive structures. After the turn from military to
civil rule, Central American economies have experienced marginal growth rates in per capita
GDP. However, this marginal increase would have been countered completely if the
thousands of people who migrated internationally would have stayed in their countries of
origin (Benítez Manaut 2015).
Other economic indicators confirm the condition of endemic poverty that challenge
the region’s development. According to the Economic Commission for Latin America and
the Caribbean, in 2014, approximately 20,000,000 Central Americans lived in situations of
poverty (ECLAC 2014). World Bank data shows that in 2017, 64.3% Honduras lived below
the poverty line, same as 29.2% Salvadorans and 59.3% in Guatemala 9(2019), where close
to 16 percent of the population was malnourished in 2006. The same institution reveals that
close to half the population in the region survives on less than four dollars a day 10. In
Guatemala, for instance, the proportion of Indigenous people that are poor is close to 75
percent and the country has one of the highest mortality rates for infants under five (Romano
2016:237).
Added to high poverty rates, the northern triangle of Central America (Guatemala,
Honduras and El Salvador) also shows great levels of income inequality. In 2013, the Gini
coefficient11 in Guatemala was 48.3, in El Salvador 41.6 and 50.4 in Honduras. Beyond
numeric data, most Central Americans endure at least one, if not all, of these forms of

Data for Guatemala is of 2014, the latest available in the World Bank’s webpage.
62% in Guatemala, 59% in Honduras and around 31% in El Salvador, source: “Working to End Poverty in
Latin America and the Caribbean”, The World Bank, June 2015, p. 45.
11 The GINI coefficient is one of the most used measures of income distribution. The coefficient ranges from
zero to one and is often displayed as a percent. The larger the number (closest to 1) the more unequal the income
distribution, a GINI coefficient of zero represents perfect equality.
9

10
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marginalization: 1) deprivation of economic goods, restrictions of access to productive,
finance, and mercantile systems; 2) sociocultural deprivation in the manner of lack of access
to education and health services, which impedes the development of social identities and 3)
political deprivation, manifested in lack of political participation, exercise of human, civil,
and political rights (Benítez Manaut 2015:20).
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras have murder rates that rank among the highest
in the world. Since the mid-2000s, the Northern Triangle has had between 38 and 40
homicides a day (Orozco 2018). These rates are more than triple the Mexican one (even in
spite of the rise in violence since the war on drugs was declared in 2007) and more than ten
times the United States’ average (International Crisis Group 2016: i). Honduras had seen its
murder rate more than double from 2005 to 2010, reaching 82.1, becoming the highest
murder rate in the world (UNODC 2011). This trend continued and in 2013, the most violent
country in the Americas was Honduras with 85.52 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants, El
Salvador followed with 35.71 and Guatemala with 34.74. The 2009 military coup in
Honduras, which overthrew Manuel Zelaya’s government, led to a rise in murder rates as
well. That year, San Pedro Sula, a Honduran city, was declared the most dangerous city in
the world, with a murder rate of 169 per 100,000 inhabitants (Fonseca and Pestana 2015).
Pervasive poverty, inequality and marginalization are one part of the reality that
Central American governments confront. In addition, conditions of social violence, regular
and organized crime, and remnants of political violence throughout their territories further
complicate these socio-economic circumstances.
Growing deterioration has led to Central America being described as a region with
“endemic poverty and epidemic violence” (International Crisis Group 2016: i). These
conditions have triggered massive waves of displaced peoples, where individuals, families,
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and entire communities flee their homes in search for better opportunities and mere survival.
Between 2000 and 2018, the number of migrants, refugees and displaced people from Central
America almost doubled, going from 2.6 to 4.3 million (Orozco 2018)

12.

Some of the most

recent estimates posit that Central American immigrant population in the United States has
grown from 354,000 in 1980 to 3,385,000 in 2015 (Lesser and Batalova 2017). This
population has increased steadily since the 1980s and according to estimates from the
Migration Policy Institute will continue to grow in the coming years.
This growing trend in the number of people leaving their homes in Central America
was one of the main drivers of an increase in interventions toward the regulation of borders
and a wide array of attempts of blocking south-north mobility that started in the second half
of the 20th century. In the Americas, the United States pressured Mexico and Central
American countries toward a regulation of emigration for decades. This, however, places
these countries in a conundrum because their structural dependence on migration is evident,
and halting the emigration of their nationals would further harm their already weak
economies. Central American economies depend fundamentally the global economy through
exports (on migration and remittances, “nostalgic commerce”13, and tourism. In 2015,
remittances represented more than 50% of the income of close to 3.5 million homes in the
region and more than two-thirds of the population were employed in the informal sector of
the economy (Orozco 2018:5). Furthermore, although poverty levels have slightly declined
in the past decades, income gains in the three countries that compose the Northern Triangle

Orozco performs a statistical analysis with municipal-level data, which shows the relationship between
insecurity, violence, poverty, and migration. According to this analysis, a 1% rise in homicides in Honduras
leads to a 120% increase in migration. Similar increases in informality indicators lead to 12% increases in
migration. In Guatemala, the same increase in homicides leads to a 100% increase in migration, and in El
Salvador to a 188% increase (Orozco 2018:6).
13 Nostalgic commerce is defined as the buying of home origin products by the diasporas. These can include
food, clothing, handcrafts that people who left their countries of origin buy when they are outside.
12
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were driven by remittances (Beteta 2012), which reinforces the dependency of the region on
migrants and refugees. As Beteta argues, “the remittances that migrants send to Central
America mitigate poverty, soften fluctuations in household consumption, promote
investment in human capital, and spill over into local economies” (2012, 16). In El Salvador,
remittances account for 17 percent of the GDP and in Honduras for 20 percent (Beteta
2012:17)
In spite of the evidence cited above, since the early 2000s and especially since 9/11,
the migratory situation in the region was clearly framed as a crisis of national security. This
is reflected in the wide array of efforts to block mobility into Mexico and toward the United
States that have been included in regional securitization efforts such as the Mérida Initiative
(MI), the Central American Regional Security Initiative (CARSI), the Southern Border Plan
(SBP) and the recently enacted Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP).

Phase 2: 2014 “Unaccompanied Minors’ Crisis” the Block Strategy and, Plan Frontera Sur
It soon became evident that the efforts to restrict mobility and decrease migration from
Central American countries toward the United State implemented during the beginning of
the 21st century had been unsuccessful. By 2010 it was clear that the number of people leaving
their homes in search of a better future or looking for international protection had not only
not decreased but had grown. In spite of the efforts implemented to strengthen Mexico’s
southern border since the signing of the Merida Initiative in 2007, irregular border crossings
continued to grow. Not only did the number of people crossing Mexico’s southern border
increase but also the intention of trying again of those who were deported remained unaltered,
showing that heightened migratory controls did not necessarily modify the intention of those
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who left their home countries. The block policies implemented for decades had failed to
address the structural causes of these displacements and had even contributed to complicate
them more.
Among other things, blocking mobilities had increased the costs of migrating and
impacted the flow of remittances, contributing to the detriment of the already precarious
economic conditions faced by millions of Central Americans, as outlined in the previous
section. On the other, border surveillance and restrictions to migration were framed as a
strategy to counter drug trafficking and transnational crime, leaving other complex violent
dynamics, such as domestic criminal markets, and institution-building efforts at the local
level out the set of main priorities (Selee, Arnson, and Olson 2013). This omission became
particularly relevant as violence increased in the Northern Triangle, and state institutions
proved to be unable to address the situation. Also, these policies had failed to provide
humanitarian relief and strategies for the integration of those who were now outside of their
countries of origin, leaving thousands of migrants stranded in Mexico or along the U.S.
border, in situations of heightened vulnerability, precarious housing, labor exploitation, and
severe health detriment among others.
However, governments held their ground and reinforced interventions from a national
security standpoint. The Mérida Initiative, for example, evolved into a four-part framework
of cooperation between the U.S. and Mexico governments often called "Beyond Mérida”.
This framework includes efforts to (1) degrade organized-crime groups in both countries (2)
build a rule of law (primarily in Mexico); (3) create a "21st century border" that uses "risk
segregation" or management techniques to enhance security while ensuring a faster flow of
people and goods; and (4) build "resilient communities" that can resist the onslaught of
organized crime and forge a more livable future (Selee et al. 2013:7). Pillar Three: Creating
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a “21st Century Border”, initially focused on increasing efficient and orderly crossing on the
Mexico-U.S. border, without compromising security. However, since 2013, Mexico´s
southern border started becoming an object of interest for MI. According to a report
elaborated by the Congressional Research Service,
“With U.S. support, the Mexican government has been implementing a southern
border security plan since 2013 that has involved the establishment of 12 naval
bases on the country’s rivers and three security cordons that stretch more than 100
miles north of the Mexico-Guatemala and Mexico-Belize borders. Total State
Department support for mobile nonintrusive inspection equipment and related
equipment and training for Mexico’s southern border strategy was expected to
exceed $86.6 million prior to the enactment of the FY2015 appropriations
measure” (Seelke and Finklea 2015:16).

With the government change from Calderón to Peña Nieto in 2012, interest in the Mérida
Initiative was reaffirmed and during Obama’s trip to Mexico in 2013 both presidents “agreed
to focus on justice sector reform, money laundering, police and corrections
professionalization at the federal and state level, border security both north and south, and
piloting approaches to address root causes of violence” (Seelke and Finklea 2015:6).
While always present in the political agenda, the reality of migratory dynamics in the
region became unavoidably visible in the summer of 2014. A year before my first visit to
Tanapan, the world was shaken by the arrival of more than 40,000 underage girls and boys
to the U.S.’s southern border. Mostly Central American, these children had left their homes
and travelled through Mexico without regular authorization, hoping to reach the United States
and either request asylum or reunite with family members across the border. This, which is
now known as the “unaccompanied minors’ crisis 14” (UMC), triggered a series of reactions

The unaccompanied minors’ crisis is a subject of ample dispute. On the one hand, some people posit that it
was an opportunity to make transit through Mexico visible, and thus call for attention to the dangers and risks
faced by migrants on their way to the United States. Others, however, argued that the UMC was a fabricated
situation, part of a media circus created to legitimize increasingly restrictive migratory policies. Many migration
14
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that would significantly alter future migratory experiences for Central Americans and all
those crossing Mexico on their way to the United States. On the one hand, the UMC brought
awareness to the fact that thousands of Central Americans were fleeing their homes toward
the United States, among them kids and young women, some of them making the perilous
journey alone. On the other, it showed that actions implemented to seal the border had failed,
for even kids on their own could reach the U.S. border. At the same time, the U.S. Census
Bureau announced that in 2014, for the first time in history, more people of Central American
origin had crossed the Mexico-U.S. border than Mexicans 15. These conditions substantially
increased the pressure of the U.S. government toward Mexico to implement migratory
policies that would control, halt, or impede the flow of migrants toward U.S. soil.
Less than two months after the UMC media blowout, on July 7th, 2014, Mexican
president Enrique Peña Nieto and his Guatemalan counterpart, Otto Perez Molina, presented
a new border strategy: Programa Frontera Sur (Southern Border Program). Framed as a
strategy formulated to protect migrants’ human rights, referencing the unaccompanied
minors and the most vulnerable migrants, the SBP contained an ample section on border
security, migratory regulation and management, accompanied by a substantive amount of
assigned budget16. From the moment of its announcement, the SBP sparked criticism among
human rights activists and those who worked with migrants on both sides of the border.
Some, such as Figueroa, a prominent Mexican human rights activist, were quick to react,
arguing that the SBP focused not on human rights but on the tightening of migratory policies,

activists in Mexico said that children and unaccompanied minors had been travelling without their parents or
legal guardians for years.
15 According to the U.S. State Department, during 2014 migratory authorities detained 211,184 people of
Central American origin while during the same time-period Mexican detentions were 172,560.
16 Through the creation of the Coordinación Integral para la Frontera Sur.
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with the intention to “hunt, stop, and deport the largest possible numbers of migrants”. Many
experts argued that behind all the human rights framing, the plan was really a response to
U.S. pressure to seal Mexico’s southern border17. According to the Salvadoran Consul in
Chiapas, the border region “went from being an area of tolerance and relative acceptance for
migrants to one of total control” (Animal Político 2015). PFS’ main lines of action were the
following:
1. Orderly and formal border crossings
2. Better infrastructure and equipment, as well as reinforcement of intelligence work in border
zones. This included the development of technologies for surveillance and biometric data
gathering of people who entered Mexican territory.
3. Protection and social action for migrants, focused on health and the betterment of shelters
and migratory detention centers.
4. Regional co-responsibility
5. Inter-institutional coordination mechanisms and creation of the Coordinación para la
Atención Integral de la Frontera Sur (Coordination for the Attention of the Southern Border).

Another one of the most visible strategies of SBP was to prevent people from getting on “The
Beast”. The Beast is the name given to the cargo train that traversed the entire Mexican
territory from north to south and which migrants in irregular status used as a means of
transportation to reach the northern border or other parts of the country after crossing the
southern border. As it was not intended for passengers, people rode the Beast by clinging to
the stairs of the cargo wagons, lying on the roofs and tying themselves up to any post or rigid
structure in order to avoid falling onto the tracks. Unfortunately, as Marvin’s story details,
the train became a site of horrendous accidents. Many people fell off while the train was in
movement or failed to get on and thus were run over by the moving wagons. Mutilations
became a common experience among those heading north. Also, the train and the tracks
where migrants waited became a risky space. Criminal groups and authorities would gather

According to the United States National Security Division of the DoS, in 2014, migration authorities in the
US, detained 211,184 people of Central American origin, while, in the same year, 172,560 Mexicans were
detained.
17
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near the train tracks and wait for migrants to come and then detain, rob, extort, or kidnap
them. As an alleged response to the abuses and risks faced by those who rode the Beast, the
SBP included some strategies to impede migrants from getting on the train such as replacing
old train tracks to enhance the train’s speed and changing open wagons for ones with circular
roofs, which made them harder to “ride” (Figure 2). Also, there were efforts made to increase
the train’s speed, which included the replacement of the old wooden tracks for metal rails
and using multiple locomotives to pull the cargo wagons.
Figure 2. Train Wagons before and after Southern Border Program

The photo on the left shows older train wagons with open roofs while the picture on the
right shows new wagons with circular rooftops.
Source: Programa Frontera Sur: Una cacería de migrantes (Animal Político 2015)

There was general agreement among both government officials and human rights activists
that something had to be done to stop people from riding the train. Pro-migrant activists were
aware of the dangers that the train represented and had been looking for ways to protect
migrants from the perils posed by The Beast. However, the actions taken as a result of the
SBP were criticized for not offering a humane alternative for those in movement. As Father
Solalinde, a Catholic priest who runs a shelter in southern Mexico and has been one of the
most vocal defenders of migrants’ rights in Mexico, claimed,
“The idea is not to stop migration, but to make it invisible. That is why the
prohibition to use the Beast is a double-edged sword, on the one hand it protects,
stops that horrific journey; but on the other it renders migrating invisible, by
suppressing that powerful image of migrants on their way to the United States”
(2014)
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The government had made the train a harder and riskier option, and had offered no alternative
for those in movement to exercise their rights, who were instead pushed to either embark in
an even riskier train ride, resort to smuggling networks, or travel along increasingly hidden
paths, far away from roads, services, and protection. The actions taken against the train were
a show of the government’s goals, rather than protecting migrants, the government aimed to
stop their transit. As the danger of using the train increased, migrants started walking along
the tracks for long distances. Their steps were followed by migration officers, organized
crime, trafficking and smuggling networks, and corrupt Mexican authorities.
The Southern Border Plan is one of the most emblematic components of the blockand-wait system in Mexico. Its strategies to make crossing the border more complicated and
movement within Mexican territory harder have successfully blocked mobilities in many
ways. In my first visits to La Ruta, I heard testimonies of how going north had become harder
and how surveillance had pushed migrants to lesser-known routes and increased costs of
transit (as detailed in Chapter Two). However, the SBP did not only block, or complicate,
migration through Mexico but also resulted in a substantial increase in violations of migrants’
rights and, as the next phase outlines, a humanitarian crisis throughout Mexico, that became
particularly visible in its southern border.

Phase 3: 2014-2016 the Aftermath of PFS, the Human Rights Crisis
From the beginning of its implementation to the present, the SBP has been amply criticized,
one of the main reasons being its opacity and discretionary implementation (Castillo García
and Castañeda Sandoval 2009). To-date, no official documents describing the strategies,
actions, and budget allocations has been made public. In other words, only two things are
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known of the SBP, on the one hand, what the Mexican and Guatemalan presidents stated
publicly in their announcement discourses. On the other, what was happening in the ground
and being observed by migrants, activists, and local communities along the border. In other
words, the plan’s actions were not made public, but its effects were making themselves
known. Between July 2014 and June 2015 migrant apprehensions in Mexico were 73%
higher than during the same period on the previous year, from 97,245 migrants detained and
deported to 168,280 (Knippen, Boggs, and Meyer 2015). Ninety seven percent of these
deportations were of people of Central American origin. In fact, during 2016, Mexico
deported more Central American migrants (150,919 18) than the United States (76,47219).
As Figure 3 below shows, the enactment of the SBP in mid-2014 led to a spike in the
number of deportations. Along with deportations, the number of Assisted Voluntary Returns
(AVR)20 also grew, showing a similar trend to the one shown by deportation events. The
importance of including AVR in the statistics lies in the fact that many AVR are the result of
migrants facing detention and who are offered to either return “voluntarily” or be deported,
with the former involving fewer consequences than the latter.

According to data released by the Unidad de Política Migratoria of the Secretaría de Gobernación (Ministry
of the Interior).
19 Immigration and Customs Enforcement 2016.
20 The voluntary character of these returns has been a subject of ample discussion among human rights activists
in Mexico and the world.
18
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Figure 3. Deportations and Assisted Voluntary Returns of Central Americans from Mexico

Source: Created by author with information from Statistical Bulletins of the
Unidad de Política Migratoria, SEGOB

Furthermore, it is worth noting that a large percentage of the deportation events in Mexico
(75% on average) take place in states along the southern border, (Chiapas, Tabasco,
Veracruz, and Oaxaca). The southern border, extended to these four states, has become a
buffer zone for migrants and refugees entering Mexico. The U.S. government applauded
Mexico’s efforts to curtail migration through its territory.
Beyond numbers, the tightening of migratory control that had been taking place in
Mexico for years, but which reached its peak with the implementation of the SBP, pushed
migrants toward less visible routes where probabilities of being detained and deported were
reduced. This search also represented a move away from support services and the shelter
network that built around main migratory corridors in Mexico. The displacement of
migratory routes to lesser known paths led to the consolidation of the crossover between
migratory and drug-trafficking routes, something that had been taking place since the early
2000s (Calva Sánchez et al. 2015). As a result, this change in migratory paths led to greater
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exposure to criminal groups who followed migrants and gradually gained control of these
emerging routes (Isacson, Meyer, and Smith 2017; Nájera Aguirre 2016). At the same time,
cases of corruption and abuses by Mexican authorities spiked as well as cases of harassment
to human rights defenders (Boggs 2015). Chapter Two offers an in-depth analysis of the
effects of these block policies and how migrants have formulated strategies to cope and
navigate an increasingly hostile territory.

Phase 4: 2016-2018 Increase of Asylum and the Enactment of the Waiting Regime
One of the strongest effects of the SBP, perhaps an unintended consequence, was the
exponential increase in asylum requests that followed its implementation. Block policies
intended to make it more difficult for migrants to cross Mexico and access international
protection. By blocking, these policies pushed migrants toward riskier routes and lead to
prolonged moments of immobility. Paradoxically, rather than hindering irregular entrance
through Mexico’s southern border, blocking resulted in a rise of asylum claims, the
implementation of waiting as policy and the current refugee crisis in Mexico. From 2014 to
2016, asylum requests in Mexico grew in more than 300 percent, going from 2,137 to 8,796
(COMAR 2019b). Nine out of every ten requests came from nationals of Central America’s
northern triangle.
Despite the fact that most Central Americans still had the United States as their final
intended destination, stricter border enforcement and the increase of the risks of the journey
through Mexico led thousands to request asylum in Mexico. As Délano Alonso argues,
“in the absence of safe and regular channels for migration, people trying to return
to the United States after being deported, or migrating for the first time for reasons
of survival, know that the only way to minimize the risks of the journey, avoid
family separation, and improve their chances of making it past the US border is
to go through the asylum system, as families or as a group” (2020:74).
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As I explore in depth in Chapter Three, the Mexican government responded to this surge in
requests for asylum with the establishment of a Waiting Regime21. The establishment of the
Mexican Waiting Regime parallels strategies enacted by governments worldwide (Basaran
2011; FitzGerald 2019; McNevin and Missbach 2018). This global system of blocking
mobility and imposing prolonged waiting periods is designed to try and keep people from
entering certain countries and denying protection to those who seek asylum, while disguised
behind a narrative of legal compliance. In Mexico, as in other places, the Waiting Regime, a
set of policies and strategies of temporal and spatial domination, lengthened waiting periods
and imposed uncertainty into processes that were clearly bounded by law. Perhaps one of the
most emblematic policies of the Waiting Regime was the “suspension of time frames of
asylum procedures”, published by the Mexican Commission for Refugees (COMAR) in
October 2017, where the Federal Government officially suspended the time frames
established by law for refugee proceedings. This was a public acknowledgment of the
government’s incapacity, or unwillingness, to provide asylum seekers with resolutions in a
timely manner, and an official announcement of a systematic violation of Mexican refugee
law.
As asylum requests continued to increase exponentially, the Mexican government
failed to respond to the need for international protection of thousands of asylum seekers. The
suspension of time frames, coupled with the institutional weakness and insufficient budget

The Waiting Regime is not only a Mexican strategy, but part of a global trend and of policies implemented
regionally as well. In recent months, the U.S. and Mexico began implementing the Migrant Protection Protocols
(MPPs), also known as “Remain in Mexico”, through which around 58,000 asylum seekers have been returned
to wait in the Mexican side to hear back from the U.S. asylum system. Their wait is estimated at two years
(Délano Alonso 2020:75).
21
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allocation led to prolonged indeterminacy and extended waiting periods, leaving thousands
bereft of protection and in situations of profound uncertainty.

Phase 5: 2018-2019 Collapse of the Mexican Refugee system, the “refugee crisis”
In Mexico, the total number of asylum requests in the past decade (2010-2019) increased in
more than 5,000 percent, going from 1,050 in 2010 to more than 70,000 in 2019, out of these,
more than 60% are from Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador (COMAR 2019a). For the
sake of comparison, in The United States, where the increase has been substantial, asylum
requests from Northern Triangle nationals have shown a 1,578 percent increase in the past 8
years (2010-2018), going from 5,886 to nearly 100,000 (UNHCR 2019).
This unprecedented number of requests for asylum evidenced the weakness of
Mexico’s refugee system. The Mexican Commission for Refugees, created in the 1980s, had
been historically underfunded. As asylum requests continued to increase exponentially, the
COMAR struggled to respond and, after a couple of years, it became evident that these efforts
had been insufficient. By 2018, the Waiting Regime had lengthened the time of asylumseeking procedures from a month and a half to months or even years. Leaving thousands in
situations of chronic waiting and pressured many more to abandon their processes.
As asylum requests continued to grow, the Mexican government failed to respond to
this new pattern in mobility dynamics. By 2018, Mexico had received close to 30,000 asylum
requests (a 1200% increase in only four years) and showed a significant backlog in their
resolution. The category “pending” appeared in official statistics in 2016, and by 2018 data
displayed that close to 75 per cent of the requests were unresolved. As the COMAR proved
to be incapable of dealing with the growing number of requests, the Mexican government
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continued to underfund the institution, failing to provide additional resources in spite of
official discourses of a “refugee crisis” and even reducing its budget from 2018 to 2019. The
Waiting Regime is an example of what Castles (2003) describes as policies with ambiguous
intentions. These ambiguous intentions refer to the fact that,
“officially declared immigration policy is often quite different from actual
intentions. In addition to turning a blind eye to immigration law violations,
governments sometimes enact secondary measures that tacitly undermine official
policy” (Castles 2003:14).

Just like the Southern Border Program, announced as a strategy to protect migrant human
rights but with actions reflecting its objective to block mobility, the waiting regime has
resulted in a rise in abandonment of asylum claims, the lack of protection of thousands of
asylum seekers.
Thousands of asylum seekers remain trapped in Mexico’s southern states awaiting to
hear back from the COMAR. As the analysis of Chapter Three will illustrate, these prolonged
periods of waiting particularly impact the most vulnerable. The poorest, youngest or oldest,
with least social and cultural capital, have less capacity to endure the wait. Lack of resources
makes it harder to cover the costs that waiting implies and exposes the poorest to conditions
of labor exploitation. Lack of networks of support makes it hard to find a place to live or a
community to rely on during moments of necessity. As the wait becomes unbearable, many
abandon their asylum claims and as a result lose their regular migratory status and are again
exposed to detention and deportation.
Facing a refugee system that shows no sign of actually protecting those who it was
designed to protect, Central American refugees are crossing Mexico without regular
authorization seeking safer destinations and opportunities for living, working and studying.
In these journeys, they continue to be exposed to the effects of the restrictive policies aimed
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at blocking their mobilities, and the risks and costs associated with the implementation of
policies such as the Southern Border Program. The Mexican government continues to blame
those that abandon asylum processes of not being real refugees, and not complying with
Mexican procedures, while actively violating refugee law. At the same time, trafficking,
smuggling, and other criminal networks continue to profit and grow in strength and breadth
as the Mexican state turns a blind eye and thousands of migrants and refugees continue to
flee their homes and enter Mexico through its southern border
III.

The Block and Wait System

While migratory movements have been a constant reality both globally and in the Americas,
responses to these rising numbers of displaced people have been diverse and have varied
slightly through time. During the 21st century there has been a clear turn toward more
restrictive migratory polices, increased border surveillance, and an intensification of national
security discourses. On the other hand, the deterioration of the conditions of the Central
American region, particularly in terms of growing crime and violence has led to regional
security strategies. These two approaches are deeply intertwined, for the turn toward national
security entails stronger border enforcement, and the association of migrants and refugees
with criminality fosters the implementation of restrictive migratory policies.
In the case of Central American migration through Mexico to the United States,
restrictive policies have encountered structural forces that displace millions out of their
countries of origin, causing a collapsed refugee system and an impossibility to manage
migratory flows entering Mexico through its southern border. For decades, migratory policies
and security strategies have failed to acknowledge the conditions of that generate the massive
displacements from countries of Central America and in consequence have failed
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continuously in their objective of managing migration and establishing orderly, safe, and
regular migration in the region.
So far, this chapter has outlined the interplay between mobility dynamics and policy
interventions in the Central America – Mexico – U.S. corridor. The previous section outlined
the five phases of the crisis cycle and how policies to block mobilities and to impose waiting
have been enacted by the Mexican government in the past decades. My dissertation engages
with these transformations in regional dynamics of mobility and shifts the attention from an
approach focused exclusively on U.S. policies and the U.S. – Mexico border to one that
includes Mexico as a key actor in this regional system of border enforcement and denial of
protection and the Mexico – Guatemala border as a key site for its enactment. This section
outlines the two components of what I argue has been Mexico’s response to the change in
mobility dynamics in the region: the block-and-wait system.

Block
I first arrived to La Ruta on early August 2015. It was sweltering hot and we had
been on a bus along curvy and hilly roads for at least eight hours. I had been
travelling along Mexico’s southern border for the past week with a group of
scholars, activists, and journalists from around the world. During the trip we had
visited shelters, human rights’ organizations, border crossing points, and transit
communities along the border.
On our journey we had visited cities that had been migration entry and
settlement points for decades, where the migration industry and infrastructure was
evident and small towns where it was evident that migration flows were recent.
The latter was the case of Tacalco, where local activists had just opened a migrant
shelter called Solidarity Road (SR). SR consisted basically of a large tin roof, a
couple of latrines, a stack of plastic mattresses piled up in one of the corners and
two large plastic tables and foldable chairs that were set up three times a day for
meals. The shelter had opened three months before our visit, and, according to
Victor the shelter coordinator, “Migrants always passed through Tacalco, but on
top of the train and never stopped in the town. However, after Plan Frontera Sur,
they (the government) invested a lot of money into trying to stop the migrants and
they wouldn’t let them get on the train. So now they walk all the way”. Solidarity
Road started as a soup kitchen, “we used to make a pot of soup, and before we
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knew it, we had 20 or 30 people in one day and we couldn’t make the go because
their feet were so badly hurt” said Victor. He continued explaining that by the
time they get to Tacalco, most have walked around 24 hours without rest and
more than 70 per cent have been robbed or assaulted in some way.
Violence experienced by migrants “increased in almost 90 per cent after
the implementation of the Southern Border program”, he continued. Testimonies
of migrants confirmed Victor’s claim. Most said they had been robbed by a local
criminal group that waited for people a few miles away from the shelter, the group
was led by a man in his 50s with a shotgun, they said. I talked to Irene, a woman
from Honduras, who told me that she had lived in the U.S. for almost six years
but had been deported recently. This was her second attempt to go back to Florida,
where her family was. She said, “before it was calmer. We could take the train
and in four days we were in the U.S border. Now, it has taken me eight days to
make it to Tacalco. Today, with that new law of Southern Border they are harming
us and making it easier for robbers to assault us and rape women.” As I headed
toward the bus to continue our journey, I saw a couple of women looking out
through a gate in the house that was next to the shelter. I approached them,
introduced myself and asked them about the shelter and their experience as
neighbors. They told me they were scared, they did not fear the migrants but,
“behind them come the criminals, we are scared now”. The other one interjected,
“also, they are not only passing through, they want to stay and live here in town
and I know they have their human rights or that, but now it seems that they are
more protected than us”. The women’s responses left me startled and thoughtful.
From Tacalco, we still had a bus ride of close to eight hours to get to La
Ruta. As the bus crossed jungles and mountains, travelling through some of the
most beautiful sceneries in Mexico’s south, we also encountered at least ten
migratory checkpoints operated by the Mexican arm, the Federal Police and the
National Institute for Migration. Each time we were asked to stop the bus, show
our documents and, in two occasions, our baggage was inspected. It was clear that
migrants without regular authorization could not travel through these roads. The
trip toward Tanapan was an opportunity to witness first-hand the amount of
surveillance throughout Mexico’s southern border. The eight-hour travel turned
became longer and longer, and when we finally got to La Ruta we had been on
the bus for close to 12 hours.
Fieldnotes, 2015

The experiences of migrants and human rights activists along Mexico’s southern border
confirmed that migratory dynamics had been profoundly transformed in the past year, and
that one of the main drivers of this change had been the Southern Border Program. The
encounter in Solidarity Road, as well as the future encounters I would have with migrants,
refugees, asylum seekers, and activists support Cecilia Menjívar’s argument that their
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experiences are the “embodiment of political decisions in migratory policy and how these
constrain and enable human action” (2006).
The SBP was the most recent iteration of what I call the block system, and one of its
strongest strategies. The block system enacted by the Mexican government paralleled other
efforts enacted worldwide and involved stricter border surveillance coupled with internal
obstacles for movement. In other words, although focused on limiting irregular border
crossings, the block system was also a nation-wide network of checkpoints and actors devised
to denounce, detect, detain and deport anyone who is suspected to be in the country without
regular authorization22.
The previous sections have described some of the block strategies and policies
enacted by the Mexican government. In this section I provide a brief analysis of five
indicators of these block policies and how they have come together to block, or significantly
hinder, mobility to and though Mexico. The block system has modified on the one hand the
costs, risks, and routes of those migrating, but also has impacted the expected “economic,
social, and human benefits of migration for those in countries of origin, transit, and
destination” (Anguiano Téllez and Trejo Peña 2007:49).
First, the block system involves a substantial increase in border and internal
surveillance which is evident in the rise of detentions and deportations in the past years, as
mentioned before. As encounters with Mexican authorities increase, so do the instances of
corruption, abuses of authority and human rights violations perpetrated by Mexican

This system has been implemented so drastically that many activists denounce that indigenous Mayan people
from Chiapas are commonly detained by migratory agents who claim that they are Guatemalan. Many of the
most marginalized indigenous communities in Mexico do not have access to formal documentation and many
do not speak Spanish. According to the entire indigenous families have been detained for months and some
others deported to Guatemala in spite of being Mexican.
22
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authorities. Migrants and refugees in Mexico encounter a territory where the right to move is
controlled by corrupt authorities and criminal organizations, and where violence is a constant
companion throughout the migratory experience. According to Calva et al. (2015) out of the
total number of Central American migrants who report having being victims of abuses or
crimes in Mexico, 48 percent state that the perpetrators were gangs or members of organized
crime and 63 per cent said it was the police or members of the army (p.16). Secondly, this
increased surveillance has pushed migration journeys toward more clandestine routes,
exposing those in transit to criminal groups and pushing them away from systems of support.
Actually, as Victor, Irene, and others argued, the strategies of the block system
“deliberately place people in harm’s way” (Cornelius 2001:681). Thirdly, as surveillance
increases and moving becomes harder, the costs of migration rise. The “migration industry”
(Andersson 2014) has greatly profited of the block system, particularly smugglers,
traffickers, organized crime, corrupt authorities and those who provide services to migrants
in transit such as transportation, accommodation, or food. Fourthly, the increase in the cost
of migration has led many to acquire huge amounts of debt in order to be able to pay for the
journey and many others toward exploitative working arrangements. Having to work in order
to save money and continue have led to unintended periods of informal settlement along the
way in precarious living arrangements, exclusion and health complications, among others.
Fifthly, the block system has contributed to the systematic detriment of the living conditions
of those who faced already precarious living conditions. This sustained detriment, as argued
in the crisis cycle, has only led to an increase in displacement and a worsening of the
conditions of these migratory movements in the region. Paradoxically, rather than decreasing
movement, blocking resulted in a rise of asylum claims, the implementation of waiting as
policy and the current refugee crisis in Mexico.
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Wait
In its origins, the refugee system was built in order to protect those “who had been ejected
from the old trinity of state-people-territory" (Arendt 1973:282) and were thus “rightless”,
bereft of state protection. Its main objective was to offer them the possibility of settlement,
membership, and integration to a new society. Nowadays, the nature of the refugee system
seems to have shifted into one where deterrence, denial of protection, and detention have
become the ruling principles of action (Aleinikoff and Zamore 2019; FitzGerald 2019).
The global refugee system, in place since the end of WWII and growing and maturing
ever since, is now “fundamentally broken” (Aleinikoff y Zamore 2019:3). Perhaps, one of
the core issues of the refugee “problem” is the fact that by definition, refugees are a direct
challenge to classical notions of sovereignty as the control over territory and who is allowed
inside it23. Furthermore, this notion has turned international protection into a matter of
solidarity and charity, rather than acknowledging the responsibility of states to guarantee it.
Contrary to what many would imagine, the vast majority of the world’s refugees are
not in rich, peaceful places in the global north but rather in poor and conflict-ridden countries
of the Global South, those that neighbor countries of displacement. Rather than an
arrangement of shared responsibility when it comes to refugee movements and protection,
the refugee system in the world operates on the basis of “responsibility by proximity”
(Aleinikoff and Zamore 2019:4). The current arrangements between the United States,
Mexico, and Guatemala such as the MPPs and the “remain in Mexico” programs, are a

As Aleinikoff and Zamore argue, refugees ask a state to “waive its control of their border -a claim based on
the acts or omissions of another state” (2019:8).
23
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poignant example toward this system of not sharing the responsibility and of concerted efforts
to deter refugees from reaching certain countries, in this case, the U.S.
On the one hand, both the U.S. and Mexico have enacted policies that explicitly or
factually restrict the right to be granted international protection. Facing a record number of
asylum requests in their southern border, in 2019, the U.S. established its annual ceiling for
refugee admissions at 30,000. Since the beginning of his presidency, Trump has consistently
lowered the ceiling, cut almost in half from 2016 (85,000) to 2017 (50,000). This downward
trend continues for FY 2020, with the ceiling set at 18,000, the lowest on record (MPI 2019).
On top of the lower ceiling, Trump’s administration has taken further steps in the direction
of deterrence. First, the government has enacted measures to speed up deportations because
of the concern that “many applicants were filling asylum applications to get the work
authorization granted when an application has been pending for six months or more” (Pierce
2019:21). Secondly, the current administration has constantly voiced that the asylum system
is a loophole in the border security system, used by illegals to enter and be able to remain
within U.S. territory. As a response to this, the Attorney General released a Memo on April
2018 through which they ended the “catch and release” system (The White House 2018).
Finally, during 2017, completely suspended the United States Refugee Admission Program
for 120 days24.
As the paragraph above outlines, changes have taken place not only in terms of
numbers but in terms of “how applications for asylum are processed” (Pierce 2019:1). The

Between June and October 2017, following Executive Order 13780, the U.S. administration suspended the
United States Refugee Admission Program for 120 days The alleged reason behind this suspension was
“protecting the nation from foreign terrorist entry into the United States” (The White House 2017), which was
also the title of the EO.
24
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ways in which the United States deals with those seeking international protection has
profoundly influenced the situation faced by migrants and refugees in Mexico. As the
previous sections describe, most Central Americans that enter Mexico through its southern
border have the United States as their intended final destination. However, as the block
strategies have gained force in the Mexico-U.S. border, many find themselves trapped in
Mexican territory with no option to move forward, but with the impossibility of going back.
The Mexican refugee system, responsibility of the Mexican Commission for
Refugees (COMAR), dependent on the Ministry of the Interior, is facing a situation of
complete administrative collapse that became evident by 2016-2017. As asylum requests
grew exponentially, showing an average 70% increase year to year, the Mexican government
has consistently failed to provide protections required by international and national law.
There are at least four evident indicators of this trend: (1) as asylum requests grew, the budget
allocated to the COMAR has remained stable and even showed a decline in 2019 and 2020.
(2) From 2016 onwards, official statistics have shown a number of pending claims. These
involve the asylum processes that are yet to be processed by the COMAR. The number of
pending claims, which started at 13 in 2016, reached more than 30,000 in 2018 (close to 75%
of the total asylum requests at that moment). (3) Asylum processes, which according to
Mexican Law should not take more than 90 business days, have lengthened in time and
resulted in thousands of asylum seekers waiting for months and even years to hear back from
the COMAR. In fact, on October 2017, the COMAR published a suspension of time frames
for the asylum process. This suspension is a formal declaration of an exception, and the public
recognition of the incapacity, or unwillingness, of the Mexican government to comply with
its obligations established in human rights treaties and refugee law. (4) Facing longer periods
of waiting, and an ineffective, underfunded, and overworked bureaucrats, asylum seekers
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consistently report lack of clear information, pervasive uncertainty in regard to their asylum
processes, and instances of corruption and violation of human rights by Mexican authorities.
These four conditions are the materialization of a set of policies, decisions and
strategies enacted by the Mexican government that compose the Waiting Regime. Its effects,
and how these policies have affected asylum seekers in Mexico are analyzed more in depth
in Chapter Three of this dissertation.
IV.

Concluding Remarks

2018 came with a newly found hope for Mexico in terms of migration. The election of Andrés
Manuel López Obrador (AMLO) on July 2018 signaled a shift toward the left and toward a
government oriented to human rights and a “humanistic” approach. Migration was not the
exception. In October, a few months after being elected (July) and a couple before assuming
office (January), AMLO had openly criticized the Peña Nieto administration for the excessive
use of force against the migrants. In an event in the state of Chiapas, AMLO argued that the
“migratory problem cannot be tackled only with the use of force and coercive measures. The
respect of human rights has to be guaranteed” (López Obrador 2018). He also stated that, in
his government, Central American migrants would be welcomed and would have
employment opportunities in Mexico.
This speech took place in the midst of the arrival of the massive exodus of Central
Americans coming in through Mexico’s southern border known as the “migrant caravans”.
AMLO’s approach to the caravans framed them as responses to structural conditions of
poverty and inequality that had to be addressed and conceived those who joined the caravans
as individuals with rights. Furthermore, he spoke of migration as an opportunity for
development in the region, not only for the countries of origin but also for those who received
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migrants and asylum seekers. This narrative was similar to one put forward almost twenty
years ago, in Vicente Fox’s presidential term. Although Fox’s perspective was oriented
toward Mexicans in the United states and the possibility of migration reform there, and
AMLO was talking more about migration flows from Central America into and through
Mexico, these narratives portrayed migration “not as a problem, but as an opportunity”
(Rodriguez Oceguera 2002).
However, in both of these occasions, this narrative based on human rights,
employment and welcoming of migrants was replaced by one focused on national security
and the criminalization of migrant flows. In 2000, Fox’s efforts were halted by 9/11 and the
global securitization turn that the event triggered. Twenty years later, the hope in AMLO’s
government shift toward a more humanistic approach to migration was trumped by the
militarization of Mexico’s southern border and a publicly stated complicity with the Trump
administration
After months of tense conversations around irregular migration through Mexico, on
May 31st, 2019 Donald Trump broadcasted (via Twitter) the imposition of tariffs on all
products imported from Mexico. These tariffs would begin at 5% on June 10th and would
increase monthly up to 25% if the Mexican government did not “stem the tide of migration
through Mexico”. Paradoxically, Trump’s threats took place at the same time when the
renegotiation of NAFTA seemed to be reaching its final agreement. Trump demanded action
from the Mexican government, claiming that “talking” had been going on for decades and
that Mexico was an “abuser” of the United States 25. He wanted Mexico to stop the invasion

@realDonaldTrump. “People have been saying for years that we should talk to Mexico. The problem is that
Mexico is an abuser of the United States, talking but never giving. It has been this way for decades. Either they
stop the invasion of our Country by Drug Dealers, Cartels, Human Traffickers, Coyotes and Illegal Immigrants,
which they can do very easily, or our many companies and jobs that have been foolishly allowed to move South
25
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of millions of people, who “easily meander through their country and INVADE the U.S.
(emphasis on the original)”26. According to Trump, this invasion could be easily solved, in
fact he argued that Mexico could solve the alleged “Border Crisis in one day if they so
desired”27.
Days of intense negotiations followed. By June 7th, a joint declaration was released,
signaling that the stand-off had come to an end. The agreement gave Mexico a 90-day period
to deliver results or else the tariffs would be back on the table. The following are some of the
actions agreed upon according to the Media Note released by the Office of the Spokesperson,
Mexico will take unprecedented steps to increase enforcement to curb irregular
migration, to include the deployment of its National Guard throughout Mexico,
giving priority to its southern border.
Migrant Protection Protocols
The United States will immediately expand the implementation of the existing
Migrant Protection Protocols across its entire Southern Border. This means that
those crossing the U.S. Southern Border to seek asylum will be rapidly returned
to Mexico where they may await the adjudication of their asylum claims.
In response, Mexico will authorize the entrance of all of those individuals for
humanitarian reasons, in compliance with its international obligations, while they
await the adjudication of their asylum claims. Mexico will also offer jobs,
healthcare and education according to its principles.
Source: (Anon 2019)

The release of the joint declaration was accompanied by celebratory remarks from Trump’s
team, who had gotten Mexico to do even “more for the USA on Illegal Immigration than the
Democrats”28.

of the Border will be brought back into the United States through taxation (Tariffs). America has had enough!”
Twitter, June 2, 2019.
26 @realDonaldTrump. “…travesty that is taking place in allowing millions of people to easily meander through
their country and INVADE the U.S., not to mention the Drugs and Human Trafficking pouring in through
Mexico. Are the Drug Lords, Cartels & Coyotes really running Mexico? We will soon find out!” Twitter, June
1, 2019
27 @realDonaldTrump. “Mexico is sending a big delegation to talk about the Border. Problem is, they’ve been
“talking” for 25 years. We want action, not talk. They could solve the Border Crisis in one day if they so desired.
Otherwise our companies and jobs are coming back to the USA!” Twitter, June 2, 2019
28 @realDonaldTrump. “Now with our new deal, Mexico is doing more for the USA on Illegal Immigration
than the Democrats. In fact, the Democrats are doing NOTHING, they want Open Borders, which means Illigal
(sic) Immigration, Drugs and Crime.” Twitter, June 2, 2019
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At the same time, an unprecedented militarization of Mexico’s southern border began
to take place. On June 7th, the newly elected president, Andrés Manuel López Obrador
(AMLO), ordered the deployment of more than 6,000 members of the newly formed National
Guard were deployed to Mexico’s southern states. The image of military forces guarding the
banks of the Suchiate river and blocking the main roads that connect Guatemala with Mexico
became a poignant display of the shift in migratory policy of the new government. While the
southern border had been increasingly surveilled for close to a decade, the massive
deployment of the National Guard was an unprecedented action toward the securitization of
Mexico’s southern states.
Figure 4. The National Guard in Mexico's Southern Border

Source: Image on the left (Jiménez 2019) and image on the right (Menéndez 2020)

The events of the summer of 2019 are a vivid illustration of how the block and wait system
has been steadily implemented and reinforced in Mexico for the past twenty years. As this
chapter argues, discourses of crisis have become the backbone of increasingly restrictive
migratory and asylum policies, aimed at managing, controlling, and solving what is
considered a problem in the region, the implementation of what I call the block-and-wait
system. Mexico remains trapped in a crisis cycle, one that interventions have failed to address
and instead have complicated even further.
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The block-and-wait system has amplified border surveillance, raised the
requirements of entry and permanence, and placed heightened attention on avoiding irregular
entry and transit. Migrants faced a double threat, staying at home is unbearable, but leaving
involves an increasingly riskier journey and a more hostile environment in countries of
destination. As the previous pages show, Mexico has become an extension of U.S. territory
in terms of border surveillance and complicit in this regional system of border enforcement
and human rights violations. The following chapters offer a grounded analysis of the effects
of the block-and-wait system in the journeys of migrants and asylum seekers that enter
Mexico through its southern border.
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CHAPTER TWO
The Pause: Social Capital in Migratory Journeys
January 5th, 2016 was my first day working at the shelter. I had been given a very
brief orientation the night before and had started the day at the garment warehouse
distributing clothes to the newly arrived and trying to sort out the ordering of the
rest of the shelves which were full of shirts, pants, shorts, baby onesies, and
underwear. After lunch, I was assigned to the infirmary.
The infirmary was a small room with no windows. A small old stretcher was
placed by the right-side wall and there were a couple of metal cabinets all the way
to the back. A small lavatory with running water, a fan, and two chairs occupied
the rest of the space. The infirmary had a limited supply of over-the-counter
medicines for treating simple things such as headaches, stomachache,
dehydration, fever, and superficial wounds.
As soon as I finished eating lunch, I ran upstairs to get the key and got to the
infirmary ten minutes before the afternoon shift started. A couple of people were
already waiting outside and as soon as they saw me started asking me for things.
A mother wanted something for her kid, who apparently had a fever and another
young woman wanted sanitary napkins. I opened the door, felt the heat come from
inside, and quickly turned on the fan. I asked the first woman to bring her kid in
so I could take his temperature and see if he had a fever. I gave a couple of pads
to the other woman and waited for the mother and the kid to come back. The
temperature in the room felt 10 degrees higher than outside, so I moved the chair
toward the door and hoped to get some fresh air. It had been less than 24 hours
since I arrived at Tanapan and I still had not gotten used to the heat and humidity.
I had barely slept the night before and felt dizzy and sleepy.
Earlier, before lunch, a group of ten Hondurans had arrived at the shelter, nine
men and a woman. A few minutes after I had moved my chair toward the
infirmary door, three of the newly arrived men came to see me. Their feet hurt
and they wanted to see if I could help them. I was not prepared for what came
after. One of them took his shoes off and showed me: his feet were wet, full of
blisters and fungus due to the humidity. Evidently, the mix between the injured
feet and the humidity of the shoes and socks led to a pungent smell that quickly
occupied the small infirmary. I acted as if I did not perceive the smell and tried to
seem confident, as if I was completely sure of what I was doing. Also, I did not
want the guy to feel ashamed, so I did not comment on the state of his feet, acting
as if I was used to look and care for feet in such a state of destruction.
I searched for latex gloves, found a pair and told him to get on the stretcher. After
a quick look at his feet, I told him not to worry, that I would see what I could do
to make him feel better. I cleaned his feet and then rubbed alcohol on the blisters.
After, I poked the blisters one by one with a clean needle and cleaned the feet
again. I found a couple of creams for feet fungus and covered his feet, with special
care between the toes. All the while, I was talking to him, in an attempt to distract
him, but also to distract myself. I asked him where he was from, about his journey,
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and how he planned to continue. As I treated his feet, or attempted to, he talked
more and more freely. When I was done, he thanked me and left the infirmary. I
was still a little shaken up, but two other guys were waiting outside.
The next young man had Adidas sneakers on, he seemed too self-conscious or
ashamed and it took a while for him to take his shoes off. Our conversation was
less fluent, we talked briefly about shoes and which ones we preferred, he replied
with short words and did not ask me anything. He, like his friend, had many
blisters, fungus, peeled skin between the toes, and long dirty nails. After cleaning
and treating his feet, I lent him a nail clipper and he cut his own toenails before
leaving. The third young man was a similar story. By the end of the day, I had
treated close to 20 pairs of seriously wounded feet and I thought I had gotten a
handle of infirmary work.
Fieldnotes, 2016

The infirmary would become a key site in my understanding not only of the shelter and its
dynamics, but also on the whole migratory experience of those who arrived at La Ruta. For
most, it was a necessary visit after days of journeying. In most cases, migrants came by the
infirmary right after registration. Headaches, hurt feet, and dehydration were prevalent
among the newly arrived. Also, the infirmary offered toilet paper and soap for those who
wanted to take a shower or use the restrooms. However, beyond its instrumental nature, the
infirmary was a space of care where feet were treated, ointments and cream were handed out,
and conversations took place in a more natural way, especially when compared to the
registration module. For most, La Ruta was a first moment of pause since they had left home
–most of them coming from Honduras and El Salvador– and the infirmary turned out to be
the first space where they could lie down and literally take their shoes off after walking nonstop for days.
The sixty kilometers that separated La Ruta from the border between Mexico and
Guatemala were a precursor of what was to come in their northbound journey. In that short
stretch of the more than 4,000-kilometer journey that lay ahead, a lot of people were extorted,
robbed, beaten, chased by migration authorities, police, or army officials, and many
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witnessed crimes. Some women had been assaulted, harassed, or even raped before getting
to La Ruta. Also, many of those who got to La Ruta had encountered people who had helped
them along the way, some offered them a lift for a short stretch of the way, some had given
them water, food, directions, or a place to rest in the shade.
Many of those who arrive at La Ruta left their homes without much planning and
without telling even their closest ones that they were leaving. Once they cross the first
international border, migrants embark in clandestine journeys (Coutin 2005), travelling
without legal authorization, as they seek to pass unnoticed, to be undetectable, invisible to a
certain extent, especially to the State’s eyes. To be noticed by State agents means detention
and deportation, but it also means exposure to corruption and abuses from the part of State
authorities. Furthermore, invisibility is also a means of protection against organized crime,
gangs, and local criminals who profit from migrants’ vulnerability. As argued in Chapter
One, the block-and-wait system has made moving harder but has far from stopped crossborder migration. While migration raids and control points increase, detentions and
deportations have risen significantly. By militarizing its southern border and strengthening
policies to control mobility along the most known migratory routes, Mexico’s block-andwait system has pushed migrants toward more clandestine routes where exposure to danger,
and risk are heightened, and protection is scarce. Blocking policies have raised the costs of
migration to and through Mexico, increasing the tariffs of smugglers and the profits for
traffickers and other members of organized crime. In other words, attempts to block
movement have not led to a halt in migration but instead have worsened the conditions of
mobility of those displaced from their countries of origin. As Ruben Figueroa, a prominent
activist for migrants’ rights in Mexico, once said, “migrants leave their countries with a gun
pointing at their backs and enter Mexico to find another one-pointed right at them”.
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As a response to these realities, for the past decades a network of protection and care
has been built along the main migratory route that crosses Mexico. More than 100 shelters,
community centers and kitchens, mainly run by the Catholic Church, but also by local and
international organizations, along with local communities, have attempted to create spaces
where migrants in transit can pause and take a break, be safe, protected, and be informed of
their rights. In these spaces, migrants interact with other migrants, but also with activists and
local populations. Furthermore, these spaces have also granted visibility to people’s journeys,
trajectories, and stories, illuminating the ways in which migratory policies and their
implementation have led to an increase in risk, danger and vulnerability for migrants crossing
Mexico. This chapter is an analysis of these moments of pause and their strategic importance
for migrants passing through Mexico’s southern border on their way to other destinations.
This chapter argues that the Pause offers a moment and a space, within turbulent
migratory trajectories, wherein migrants can generate types of social capital and enables
access to potential resources, making their journeys safer and easier. In pauses, migrants can
temporarily engage with other migrants, experts, lawyers, within a hub of concentrated
resources. Rather than static resources, protection, safety, and knowledge are generated,
updated, and shared through interaction. In other words, they are continuously updated and
mobilized by the participation of a players who participate in the construction of dynamic,
flexible, and strategic responses to the changing contexts that migrants encounter
The first section, Unceasing Displacement and Isolation, describes how, for migrants,
unceasing movement and invisibility result in a difficulty of establishing social ties or even
the slightest sense of community and belonging. Furthermore, I argue that the isolation of
unceasing displacement has a detrimental effect in migrants’ already scarce social capital.
Those who arrive at La Ruta experience constant flight as an unavoidable reality. Most people
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leave their homes hastily, without much planning or preparing, with little or no luggage, and
in many cases without time to figure out even the most basic paperwork. After leaving, days
or weeks of constant movement follow; they take buses, run, walk, small boats and taxis.
Throughout these journeys, they avoid being seen, and reduce contact and interaction as
much as possible as a measure of safety. In short, in order to survive and make it to their
intended destinations, people remain in constant movement, as invisible and unnoticed as
possible.
In the second section I posit that temporary interactions taking place in moments of
pause can be potent sources of social capital. Rather than thinking of stability, close ties and
sustained interaction as necessary conditions for social capital, I explore the possibility of
thinking about social capital in migratory journeys and how as journeys grow in length and
complexity, the importance of social capital in mobility increases as a possible counter
strategy to conditions of social isolation of unceasing displacements.
The third section offers an analysis of the pause as a particular moment within
migratory journeys. Pauses are a strategic response to increasingly long and complicated
migratory journeys forced on migrants by the block-and-wait system. They are experienced
as agentic moments where migrants find and participate in the construction of a safe space;
counter invisibility by reemerging and reconnecting with their selves and others; and through
these interactions, build, share, and acquire resources and information that contribute to their
future migratory movements. The final pages of section three offer a series of empirical
examples of social capital in mobility. Through an exploration of maps, expertise, and
mobility tactics I show how resources are shared and distributed through strategic
interactions in La Ruta.
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I.

Setting the Scene: Unceasing Displacement and Isolation
Solo voy con mi pena,
sola va mi condena
Correr es mi destino,
por no llevar papel…
Mi vida va prohibida,
dice la autoridad29
Clandestino, Manu Chao

Contrary to what many imagine when thinking of migration, for countless Central American
migrants and refugees, movement starts abruptly, suddenly, without much planning or
preparation. For many, and especially women and young men, “a particular event prompted
immediate departure, sometimes within hours of an attack occurring” (UNHCR 2015).
Furthermore, their departure and future movements involved hiding, trying their movements
to remain unnoticed and to be as invisible as possible.
Most people who arrived at La Ruta had been either direct or indirect victims of
threats, extortions, beatings, harassment, robberies and kidnapping by criminal groups,
gangs, and authorities. Women were frequently fleeing situations of domestic and gender
violence. Young men escaped in order to avoid forced recruitment into gangs and young
women fled in order to avoid forced marriage or dating or sexual violence imposed by gang
leaders and members. For many, leaving home is understood not as a way to seek a better
future in terms of upward mobility or better wages but as the only way to survive, “rather
than the pull of a job or new flat-screen T.V. migration is a response to violence, a strategy
of survival” (Vogt 2018, 33). Their past looms into the present and becomes a trigger for
sudden and abrupt mobilities. Most migration stories of those who stopped at la Ruta were

Alone I go with my grief, alone my sentence. Running is my fate, as I do not carry papers. My life is forbidden,
so says the authority. Translation is mine.
29
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formulated with where they came from, what they were fleeing from as an explanation of why
they left.
I met Edwin, a Honduran man in his mid-30s, while working at La Ruta’s infirmary.
He was a licensed paramedic and offered to help once in a while. During the first week that
we worked together, Edwin was quiet most of the time, only sharing a few words with me as
we smoked a cigarette at the end of our shift. One day, we went to get coconut water at a
small stall a few blocks away from La Ruta’s main door and he told me why he had left
Honduras. After years working as paramedic and police officer, Edwin, participated in a raid
at one of the most popular local bars in his hometown, San Pedro Sula. The raid resulted in
people being detained and a few weapons seized. Two days after the raid, Edwin was at his
house when a group of people forced their way in, beat him up, raped him, and left him there,
thinking he was dead. He fled as soon as he could walk. He recalled that when he got to La
Ruta, he was still bruised and in pain because of that brutal beating. He explained that his
experience had made him mistrust almost anyone, and he was extremely cautious of what to
share and with whom. It had taken him a while to be able to sleep and walk without feeling
that someone would attack him suddenly, and he had a hard time connecting with others,
who he regarded with a sense of suspicion that was hard to surpass.
Josué, a young man from Honduras, left hurriedly and without telling anyone. He told
me that for him, there was no other possibility. He said he could not wait and save money,
the leaders of the clica (a particular cluster within a gang) that had recruited him a few years
earlier were looking for him because he had decided to stop working for them. As many
young men in Honduras, Josué had been in jail for robbing a local store, while he was part
of the gang. While imprisoned, he told me he had “found God” and decided turned his life
around. However, gang leaders would not let him leave just because he had decided to do it.
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A soon as he got out of jail, he went home and grabbed a few things and left. The first step
in his journey was to go to his grandmother’s, in a neighboring town. But one night, when
returning home from the local market, he recognized them –his former gang mates. They
were asking around, looking for him. He went inside, grabbed a small bag with a few of his
things and started walking. He did not tell his grandmother or his mother that he was leaving.
He told me that if he had told them that he was leaving they would have done all in their
power to make him stay, especially his mother. She knew that the journey was hard, and she
worried.
Both Edwin and Josué’s movement was “to all intents and purposes invisible, and the
displacement is usually not documented” (Knox 2018, 31). They left without telling anyone,
and were secretive regarding their destinations and routes. Like them, people leave in a hurry
and try not to be noticed, “you don’t take anything with you because you don’t want people
to know you are leaving. You want it to look as if you were only going to the market”
(testimony shared at an MSF talk in 2016). At La Ruta, I was surprised to learn that many
did not even inform their closest friends or family of their departure. While working at the
telephone and internet module I witnessed countless moments of people telling their families,
friends, partners, that they were now in Mexico. For some, this was one of the many calls to
update the ones who were waiting for news at home. However, for others, it was the way in
which they let them know they had left.
While in the current ‘age of migration’ (Castles, de Haas, and Miller 2013) migratory
movements have become hyper visible as issues, crisis, or problems to be solved, migrants
themselves are forced toward clandestine movements and lives, to hide and remain as
invisible as possible. For irregular migrants in particular, visibility involves risks, such as
being exposed to state border controls and technologies that intent to detain, deport, hinder
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or block migrant’s journeys (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013; Tyler and Marciniak 2013).
As detailed in Chapter One, the block-and-wait regime has installed a nation-wide network
of checkpoints and actors devised to denounce, detect, detain and deport anyone who is
suspected to be in the country without regular authorization and block mobilities, particularly
south-north ones. Strategies like the Southern Border Program have increased the number of
detentions and deportations significantly while at the same time pushing migrants toward less
visible routes, away from protection, but also to spaces where corrupt authorities, criminals,
and cartels profit from migrant’s exposure (Isacson, Meyer, and Smith 2017; Nájera Aguirre
2016). Migrants then face a double need for invisibility, on the one hand to avoid detention,
on the other to remain the least exposed possible to the dangers entailed by crime and
corruption.
Leaving hurriedly is the first part of the journey; those displaced flee their homes and
continue moving and hiding during their entire journeys. No one can know they are leaving
and where they are going; while en route, they find it hard to trust others, and believe any
information they reveal can be used against them. The overall sensation is that one has to
move fast, the things and people that pushed them out of their homes seem to be chasing
them while they travel north. They walk, take second-class buses, pitch-in for short shared
taxi rides, run, follow highways and small roads, climb mountains, and cross rivers. To stop
is to risk being seen, exposing yourself to be noted and ratted out to your pursuers or
authorities. Conditions of clandestine journeys force those in mobility to slow down, hide,
take alternative routes, but also to speed up and avoid stopping and resting, never stop
moving. Movement is also enforced by trafficking networks, smugglers, and even detention
and deportation. As Mainwaring and Bridgen argue, many of the world’s migrants experience
a “travelling life, a continuous journey without clear beginning or end” (Mainwaring and
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Brigden 2016, 245), where settlement, even temporary, seems to be a remote possibility, “A
life in circulation is an indefinite position of not becoming in what is supposed to a ‘normal
life course” (Khosravi 2018).
This ‘life in circulation’ also involves a great deal of social isolation and a loss of
social capital for migrants and asylum seekers. The block-and-wait system, in short, does not
only make it harder, costlier and riskier for migrants to reach their intended destinations but
also strips them from the possibility of controlling their movement, rendering them an object
of the control of the State, while isolating them at the same time.
Social isolation, and its detrimental effect on social capital, have negative impacts for
individuals in general, but especially so for those in already vulnerable situations for whom
social networks and the capital generated by these represent key alternative resources to cope
with economic insecurity, uncertainty, risk and precarity (Freyre 2013). Globally, many
migrants and asylum seekers face situations as the one described above, where the
intersection of lack of legal status, economic insecurity, discrimination, and other factors
place them in a situation of structural disadvantage. Perhaps this is one of the reasons behind
the central role of social capital in studies of migrants’ experiences of integration and
settlement. For the past decades, there have been a great number of studies that analyze the
importance of social capital as “a key resource to promote migrants’ social inclusion and
social cohesion (Dwyer et al.,2006 cited in Ryan, Erel, and D’Angelo 2015:9). These studies
have mainly focused on the role of close-knit immigrant communities and ethnic enclaves in
countries of settlement and destination, both as a source of capital that “propels individuals
and groups forward in a spiral of accumulation and innovation grounded in mutual support”
(Portes 1995:16) but also as social structures that hamper innovation and can lead to isolation
(Nee and Nee 1986). In spite of the richness of these studies, scant attention has been paid to
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the relevance of social capital in migratory journeys. In other words, the key role of social
capital in the experiences of those in movement and before they reach their intended
destinations or places of settlement.
Social capital for migrants is profoundly shaped by the conditions and opportunity
structures within host societies (Ryan et al. 2015:16) and also of spaces of journeying. In this
section, I have described how as migrants attempt to reach their intended destinations
traversing increasingly hostile territories and facing riskier situations, they avoid detection
and interaction as a means for protection. However, this protective seclusion also leads to a
decline in the possibility to obtain, mobilize, and access the “potential resources linked
to…membership in a group” (Bourdieu 1986:248). As Bourdieu argues, generating,
cultivating, and acquiring social capital involves an “unceasing effort of sociability, a
continuous series of exchanges in which recognition is endlessly affirmed and reaffirmed”
(1986:150). The latter are shaped, to a large extent, by structural forces and conditions of the
societies in which actors find themselves. In other words, they take place within a particular
field or arena, where different types of capital are differentially distributed. For migrants in
movement, this arena is one where interaction is risky and where encounters tend to equal
exposure.
Migrants and asylum seekers who arrive at La Ruta testify to this experience of social
isolation and diminishment of social capital. First, they are forcibly displaced from their
homes, a dislocation that severs their ties to their communities and even to their closest family
members and friends. This sometimes happens in a very short time lapsus, as Josué and
Edwin’s stories attest to. They later enter a country –or countries– where they should remain
invisible, unnoticeable if they want to stay safe and avoid detection, detention, and
deportation by the authorities. This makes it very hard to establish social ties or even thinking
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of creating a sense of community. Formally, migrants travelling without legal authorization
lack regular status, the basic form of institutionalized recognition of personhood, of
belonging to the community of the nation state. In Arendt’s words, they lack “the right to
have rights” (Arendt 1973). Also, criminalization narratives and xenophobic discourses
portray migrants as “undesirables” (Agier 2011) and foster attitudes of rejection and
marginalization from the part of locals.
Unceasing displacement and isolation severely limit the possibilities of sociability
and interaction between individuals in proximity, either geographically or social space
(Bourdieu 1986) on which social capital is dependent. This situation reinforces migrant’s low
levels of capital and constrains the possibilities of accruing more and having access to more
capital. Within this context, Pauses represent an opportunity of taking a break, claiming their
rights and reappearing as subjects and as part of a social world. In the following section I
analyze the importance of interaction and social capital for migratory journeys and posit the
idea of the pause and some of the processes that make it a crucial moment in contemporary
migratory journeys.
Those who make their way toward La Ruta enter a space that allows for interactions
and also concentrates a series of resources, expertise and knowledge. By engaging in
interactions within the shelter, migrants, volunteers, and staff mobilize and spread the
resources present in that particular network of social relations of La Ruta (Freyre 2013:102).
As I will develop more in detail in the next section, a Pause is not, nor it wants to be,
settlement. It does not appeal to the stability and durability of permanent personal project for
migrants or stable long-lasting relationships. However, La Ruta does seek to become a stable
and durable space, both physical and social, where those in transit can find the opportunity
of benefiting from social capital. In other words, La Ruta has engaged for ten years on an
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effort to transform contingent relationships into a network of connections that become useful
(Bourdieu 1986) for migrants and asylum seekers in the short, and perhaps long term as well.
II.

The Pause
Look Isa, I remember I entered the shelter on September 22 nd, around two pm.
That day I was dead tired, hungry, thirsty, because we carried nothing with us.
More than that, I carried the grief at having left my family. What one needs the
most…, of course one needs food, but more than that, a hug and somebody telling
you that everything is going to be fine. So, when I came in, they interviewed me
and then there was Father Alejandro, who saw me and quickly told me “don’t
worry child, everything is going to be alright”.
Interview with Elena, 2016

As they cross La Ruta’s main door, migrants visibly “long for stillness” (Gill 2009). The
short stretch that divides the door and the concrete steps, where they sit and listen to the
welcome talk and instructions delivered by the volunteers, seem to be the hardest. As they
drag their tired legs and sunburnt bodies toward the reception area, they search for water and
shade and sit down with sighs of relief. During my visits to La Ruta, those concrete steps
came to be the symbol of arrival, the place where the pause started after a long, strenuous,
and dangerous journey. In a way, they became the symbol of where the safe inside started,
as distinguished from the dangerous outside. It was the first space where migrants and
refugees interacted with La Ruta’s staff and volunteers, where the rules were explained,
where they first heard about information about the route and available services. Probably the
first time, for many, where they were welcomed and told that they were inside a safe space,
where they had rights and where they would he listened to and cared for.
For the people who reach La Ruta, a pause becomes necessary after the long walk
from the border with Guatemala. The walk, however, is only a short stretch of their journeys
by then. The majority have come from Honduras and El Salvador and have been travelling
for days or weeks. Some have travelled all the way from Africa, through South America;
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others from Nicaragua, Haiti, or Cuba. La Ruta is the first of a series of shelters on this northbound route and thus a standard stop among those who travel with less resources. Founded
close to ten years ago, La Ruta has grown in size and capacity and has successfully adjusted
to the changing needs of those who have sought shelter. La Ruta’s population, as well as the
population that stays in migrant shelters along the route through Mexico, consists of the
poorest migrants and refugees, who could not afford other means of travel and
accommodation and who, until that point, have not paid a smuggler either.
People’s pause in La Ruta is a moment of immobility within their northbound
journey. It is an opportunity for stillness in a journey of unceasing movement. Pausing, it
follows, is distinct from waiting in several ways, mainly in who or what has power in the
decision. First, pausing is a strategic decision taken by migrants and refugees. Rather than
imposed stasis – waiting – pauses are moments when immobility is a chance to rest, plan,
connect with others, and get needed resources. Furthermore, migrants themselves decide the
length of the pause they make at La Ruta. As a result, the meaning of pauses for migrants
and refugees differs from their experiences of imposed immobility such as waiting (analyzed
in Chapter Three). While during waiting people tend to feel powerless, lethargic, and trapped,
lacking control of even the nearest future, pauses are interpreted as agentic moments of
activity and interaction, and a “conscious, materialized practice in which people forge new
political strategies” (Jeffrey 2008, 957). While pausing may occur simultaneously with
waiting, for most migrants and refugees, chosen pauses have different meanings than
enforced waiting.
Although migrants experience pauses as agentic moments when they choose an
action, pausing is also a strategic response to increasingly long and complicated migratory
journeys forced on migrants by the block-and-wait system. Ironically, pausing has become
89

more necessary as movement becomes harder and costlier, and as accessing rights such as
the rights to asylum has become increasingly complicated. As the introduction to this chapter
argues, the implementation of increasingly restrictive migratory policies in the region during
the past decades - grouped in what I have called the block-and-wait system – have led to a
visible need to provide support for migrants in transit through Mexico. La Ruta was created
as a response to this reality and continues to offer a moment of respite in a perilous and hostile
migratory journey. According to Mark Manly, the UNHCR’s representative in Mexico, La
Ruta has become “an oasis in an otherwise desolate landscape for refugees and migrants”
(Human Rights First 2017).
As my stays in La Ruta went by, I acknowledged the importance of pausing; of having
the opportunity to decide to take a break and have a space that provided the conditions to do
so within such a hostile space as Mexico’s southern border. As Section I of this chapter
argues, migrants and refugees were forced to keep moving and remain as invisible as possible
in order to increase the probabilities of actually making it to their intended destinations. In
other words, their mobility experience was restricted both in terms of moving, but also in
terms of staying still. Contemporary studies of migration have discussed these experiences
arguing that, in terms of mobility, “the power is located in the capacity to manage the relation
between mobility and immobility” (Franquesa 2011:1028). People at La Ruta are forced to
flee their homes -unable to choose to remain at home- and, as Edwin and Josué’s stories
reveal, departures are triggered by violent events and take place hastily, without much time
to plan or prepare.
As they embark in migratory journeys, they travel without legal authorization and
with scant resources, facing a system implemented to make their movement harder. People
escape their contexts, and cross borders into hostile territories where they continue to be
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forced to evade and escape, run and hide. In short, most are unable to choose to remain
immobile, at home, with their things and loved ones, but also lack the capital that would
make their migrator movements easier (documents, legal authorization, money, social
networks, etcetera). It is in this context that the pause, a chosen moment of immobility,
becomes significant.
Throughout this section I put forward the idea of the Pause as a moment in migrants’
journeys that offers the possibility of stillness, the opportunity for taking a break and counter
the experience of unceasing displacement. However, pausing involves more than a temporal
interlude in migratory journeys. It is a particular moment in a space of relations and
interaction (Massey 1994) where migrants can “build networks and generate different forms
of capital” (Ryan et al. 2015:11).
By the time they get to La Ruta, many have found the journey harder and more
dangerous than they have expected. A couple of Salvadorans told me on 2016 that they had
migrated to the United States more than ten years ago and had found it “tiring but not too
hard”. They had been deported recently and now they were attempting to go back to the U.S.
This time, they had found much more dangers and checkpoints, their plans to get back to
California in a week now seemed overly ambitious. During my stays at La Ruta I learned that
migrating through Mexico -not surprisingly- involved a great deal of expertise, information,
strategies, and techniques. One had to take into account the weather and the length of the
journey, but also to be able to avoid places that were famous for being dangerous.
La Ruta is a sort of hub for the diffusion of migratory tactics and relevant information
for the journey ahead. It is a dynamic space, created and constantly transformed by both the
migrants and their civil society and institutional allies and actors. In this section I posit that
La Ruta is a visible materialization of “the mobile commons” (Papadopoulos and Tsianos
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2013) where diverse forms of mobility capital are fostered and shared among migrants and
between migrants and staff members. This mobility capital translates into resources that
migrants and refugees can draw upon as they move along toward their intended destinations.
Papadopoulos and Tsianos argue that, around the world, the ordinary experiences of mobility
of millions of migrants have configured into what they call ‘the mobile commons’ which
consist in “the sharing of knowledge and infrastructures of connectivity, affective
cooperation, mutual support and care among people on the move” (2013:178). Furthermore,
La Ruta is an example of how knowledge and expertise for migratory journeys are constantly
in the making. Rather than static, these resources involve constant updating and flexibility,
adapting to unceasing transformations in the contexts they encounter.
Approaching journeys and pauses from an interactive approach “highlights time,
interaction, and process” (Jasper 2015:22). In other words, the ‘mobile commons’ involves
people on the move but also an arena that is also in the making, both influencing players’
interactions and influenced by these; a site of struggle where players adapt to changes,
participate in their contestation and reshaping, and anticipate others’ moves in order to pursue
their goals or objectives. In other words, within an arena shaped by migratory dynamics and
the block-and-wait system, migrants interact strategically with others and adapt, anticipate,
and foster knowledge, resources, and experiences aimed to make the migratory route easier
and safer to navigate.
Throughout this section I will illustrate how strategic interaction in La Ruta
contributes to the creation and strengthening of a particular ‘mobile commons’
(Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013), the main source of migrant’s social capital for their
journey through Mexico.
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Mapping the Journey: Spatial Representations of the Migratory Route
In one of the walls in La Ruta’s main entrance, members of the shelter staff drew a map of
Mexico (Figure 5) where they highlighted the train routes, as well as the shelters and soup
kitchens along the way. The map also shows particular places of exceptional risk, areas where
it is more likely to be mugged or kidnapped, and points where they have to pay in order to
keep travelling. Finally, one of the most shocking facts is that the map portrays Mexico as a
territory divided not by political division of states, provinces, and municipalities but instead
as a land controlled by different narco-cartels. The map broadly delineates the territory
controlled by the Zetas, the Gulf Cartel, the Sinaloa Cartel, the Juarez Cartel, and the
territories that are “in dispute”. This representation of Mexican soil as one where spaces are
determined by the cartel’s control shows the depth of the entrenchment of organized crime
and drug trade in the country, which for the migration experience translates into heightened
risk, violence, vulnerability, unpredictability, and danger.

Figure 5. Map of Mexico

Mural painted by shelter staff in 2014.
Source: La Ruta’s Facebook page
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Rather than detailed information, –states, roads, cities, etcetera- the map shown above
provides a general portrayal of the conditions that migrants encounter while in Mexico. A
territory controlled by different groups of organized crime, a set of routes that follow the train
tracks, and a system of support built along those routes with the intent of providing food,
shelter, and protection to those travelling toward the U.S. While at La Ruta, it is very common
to see people staring at the map, sometimes by themselves and sometimes with others,
discussing possible routes and scenarios. During my work as a volunteer, I was frequently
asked to show people where they were by pointing at the map in the wall, a conversation that
in most cases led to disappointment: we were still very close to the south, and far away from
most people’s intended destination: the United States.
La Ruta’s map has become an emblematic representation of Mexico’s territory as
experienced by migrants, asylum seekers, and human rights activists 30. It portrays a territory
articulated by the control of criminal organizations, crossed by train tracks, and with sporadic
oasis of resistance and protection. In spite of its static nature –literally painted in a wall and
unchanged in several years– the map serves a strategic purpose. It provides people with
information on what to expect as a general situation in the country: danger, migratory control
and policing, and a support network. For the shelter staff and volunteers, the map was an
image of why their work was necessary and relevant; also, it was a political statement, a
denouncement of the overwhelming insecurity and criminal control of the territory, along
with the system corruption and impunity of Mexican authorities. When media or journalists
visited the shelter, the map was almost always included in their reports. Interviews to the

This map is commonly used in reports issued by human rights and international organizations and is
frequently used as an illustration of articles, newspaper reports, and even documentary films.
30
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shelter director or volunteers often took place with the map as a background, an intended
move by shelter staff to include this reality into their testimonies and strengthen their claims
for the protection of human rights of migrants in Mexico. For migrants, on the other hand,
the wall-map is a blunt portrayal of what’s to come but also a physical space where many
experience the realization of the nature of the coming journey and discuss their strategies and
expectations. It is common to see people pointing at the map, using their fingers to follow
their journeys so far, and signaling their next moves or destinations.
La Ruta’s wall map thus, serves a strategic and symbolic purpose. Rather than an
accurate and detailed source of information, the map in Figure 5 is a symbolic representation
of a dangerous journey. Its static nature can be interpreted as inaccuracy, for the map has not
been updated as things have changed in the past years. Some important transformations could
make the map look somewhat differently, mainly the increase of checkpoints and migratory
surveillance spots, especially since the enactment of Plan Frontera Sur and the expansion of
the network of protection. However, it can also be argued that the country’s general scenario
is still one of danger for migrants and territories controlled by drug cartels. The map is a
symbol of what is outside, but also a symbol of what La Ruta does in order to resist and
change this reality.
Besides the one on the wall, several other maps can be found in La Ruta, as the
examples displayed in Figure 6 illustrate. These are three examples of maps created by
international organizations, Doctors Without Borders and the Red Cross, that are distributed
along the migratory route.
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Figure 6. Photos of Maps distributed by DWB and the Red Cross in La Ruta

Source: Photos by author

The first one (top left) is a map printed in soft cloth, which in itself is interesting. Cloth resists
more than paper, and this map can resist rain, and dirt, and it does not fall apart like paper
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from the constant folding and unfolding. Furthermore, the map is intended to be used as a
handkerchief, an object with a practical use along the migratory route. These maps were
distributed by workers of the Red Cross and were sometimes coupled with basic first-aid
trainings. As they distributed them, they demonstrated how the map-handkerchief could be
used to care for certain wounds or ailments along the way, as well as how they could soak it
in water and use it to avoid heatstroke. The design of materials like this map-handkerchief is
common among international organizations. In 2019, the United Nations Office on Drug and
Crime (UNODC) distributed red bandanas among migrant workers. On a first look, these
bandanas had nothing special, but a closer look revealed a telephone number hidden within
the bandana’s design. This number was a hotline to report possible cases of trafficking in
persons. Workers could wear the bandanas at work or in their day-to-day without arousing
suspicion from traffickers or employers, while at the same time having the necessary
information in hand in case they witnessed or were victims of a situation of trafficking.
In terms of the content, the first map of Figure 6 displays the train routes and
highways, shelters, main cities, attention centers operated by the red cross and climate
regions in Mexico. Also, surrounding the map are a series of advices for self-care, useful
information and migrants’ rights. The other two maps have information on the support
network around the country, and consulates and embassies. These are three examples of
institutionalized responses to the lack of information and heightened dangers faced by
migrants in Mexico and are a common resource found in most shelters and distributed by
human rights organizations around the country. Shelters like La Ruta are the main sources of
information on which these maps are based on and are also key hubs for their distribution.
Throughout my years of fieldwork, I collected close to twenty different maps of this kind,
which are very similar among them. They have proven to be useful and migrants look for
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them when they arrive and study them throughout their journeys. While these maps are easier
to update and re-design than one literally painted in stone, they still involve more or less
prolonged periods of research, design, production, and distribution.
In contrast to the one on the wall, the maps distributed by these organizations tend to
provide information in a less political way. In other words, they provide information on the
location of certain organizations and institutions and display the train routes and main
highways, but they do not mention or include organized crime, corruption, impunity, or
cartel-controlled territories in any way. Their objective is to provide information from a
humanitarian perspective, but without engaging in the clear political statement included in
La Ruta’s representation of the Mexican territory.
Finally, Figure 7 displays another representation of the journey that offers more detail
and information that is as up to date as possible. Rather than an accurate spatial depiction,
without any regard to scale or geographical orientation, this hand-drawn diagram provides
specific instructions on how to get from the southern border to Mexico City, a journey of
around 1,000 km. The diagram marks a trail which indicates the names of small towns where
local buses stop, as well as the names of people who operate local transportation networks.
This map was shared with me by Roger, a young man from Honduras who got the map via
WhatsApp. He showed it to me as we were having lunch one afternoon, and then told me he
had received it from a friend from his hometown who had left a few weeks before him.
Roger’s friend had drawn the map as he was moving along in order to share it with those, he
knew had the intention of heading toward the United States. When he got it, Roger said he
could be almost certain that things would be similar to what his friend had experienced a
couple of weeks before him, which make him feel more prepared for his future steps toward
Mexico City. Also, he shared the map with the people he intended to travel with, just in case
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they got separated along the way. Maps like the one shared by Roger’s friend (Figure 7) were
sometimes accompanied of voice notes where more details were provided or where the
pronunciation of certain towns and names was shared so people could confirm them along
the way.
Figure 7. Hand-drawn Travel Diagram

Source: WhatsApp image shared with the author in 2016

Some migrants at La Ruta travelled with a smart phone, but not all of them. However, these
types of diagrams and hand-drawn maps, just like the names and information contained with
it, were commonly shared in spaces like La Ruta. Those who did not have a phone copied
the information in note pads or pieces of paper that they stored in their wallets or within
Ziploc bags where they kept documents, maps like the ones shown in Figure 6, and valuable
paperwork. This information was also incorporated into La Ruta’s archive, as it was a key
resource to know the conditions of the journey of those who left La Ruta. The shelter had no
formal mechanisms of following people’s journeys once they left, but these maps were a sort
of window into what happened outside of the shelter’s walls on the northbound route.
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These types of information sharing techniques were common among migrants who
entered Mexico through its southern border. As the Mexican government increased efforts to
control migration, migrants were forced out of highways and traditional migratory routes and
pushed toward smaller roads where most transportation options were either informal or local
routes that covered short distances between small towns. As they travel in small vans that
make their ways through public highways and stop in almost every town along the way, it
became easier to get lost, and journeys take more time and cost more. However, even if
travelling this way is slower, small roads and little towns decrease the likelihood of running
into migration control points. The more information you had about where you were going,
and how much others paid for the same journey, the better.
As this section describes, the Pause in La Ruta provides migrants with a series of
representations of the journey traversed and the one that lies ahead. These spatial
representations of the journey are accessed, shared, built and reformulated through
interaction. Migrants share their experiences as they look at a map and exchange differently
designed maps with different types of information. On the one hand, the symbolic
representation of Mexico as a land of danger and surveillance in La Ruta’s wall-map offers
a glimpse into what is to come and represents a political statement of La Ruta’s mission and
work toward the protection of migrants’ rights. Secondly, La Ruta concentrates a wide array
of maps designed and distributed by institutions and organizations that provide useful
information for the route. Thirdly, during Pauses at La Ruta, people share more on-theground efforts to collect information, mapping of routes, and numbers and names that can
provide transportation, shelter and support along the way, as Roger’s maps illustrates. The
possibility of talking with others, showing them these WhatsApp images and discussing the
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information received through their own networks, the Pause at la Ruta amplifies the array of
knowledge and data that migrants have access to.

Mobility tactics: Riding “The Beast”
As described in Chapter One, the idea of crossing Mexico by walking is nobody’s first option.
While migrants expect to have to walk long distances, such as the nearly 70 km to reach La
Ruta, and the desert that divides Mexico and the U.S., the idea of walking more than 5,000
km is deemed –and accurately so- as unrealistic and excessively risky. However, as the blockand-wait system has become more and more consolidated, resulting in constant raids by
immigration authorities, and ambushes by criminal gangs, migrants are increasingly forced
to walk for days without stopping in order to reach a relatively safe space where they can
continue their travel in other ways. However, in spite of these transformations, the train
continues to be one of the most commonly used modes of transportation throughout Mexico.
According to a study by the Migration Policy Institute, “as many as half a million
Central American immigrants annually hop aboard freight trains colloquially known as La
Bestia, or the beast, on their journey to the United States” (Domínguez Villegas 2014). The
train offers a cheaper way of travelling north. However, it was in no way exempt from
dangers and risk, as Óscar Martínez’s (2014) chronicles detail. Many migrants fall off and
lose limbs (as Marvin’s story in Chapter One reveals) or even their lives. However, it makes
the travel faster for those who are not able to afford buses, coyotes, or private means of
transportation. In spite of not having to pay an actual ticket, travelling by train is not free. In
most cases, migrants encounter authorities and criminals along the way, these encounters can
end with a negotiation, where they pay a bribe in order to continue, but also, in many cases
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these encounters along the way end up with massive kidnappings, abuses, or detention and
deportation.
The train passes through Tanapan every two or three days, but its schedule is irregular
and unknown to the shelter staff and the migrants. The train goes in two directions: toward
the south, and to the north. In order to know the direction of the train, one has to listen to the
train’s whistle. It took me almost a month to get the apparently straightforward technique to
tell the train’s direction. If the sound comes from behind the kitchen, the train is going toward
the south, to Yucatán. In the station, you can see it coming from the right side. If, on the other
hand, the sound of the whistle comes from behind the chapel, the train is going north. The
latter is the train the migrants want to take, and it appears coming from the left side of the
shelter.
Regardless of the time of day, or night, at the sound of the first whistle, shouts of “¡El
Tren!” (The Train) or “¡La Bestia!” (The Beast) start inundating the shelter. Afterwards, a
couple of people on the lookout shift run to the roof of the men’s dormitory to check whether
it is going in the right direction. If it is, the shouts become louder and volunteers, staff
members, and migrants run around notifying everyone in case they intend to take the train.
In La Ruta’s volunteer manual the instructions for supervising the boarding process for the
train are the following:
When possible, it is important to supervise that migrants are able to board the train
without being subject to human rights’ violations; that there are no raids or blockages
of the National Migration Institute (NMI) close to where they take the train.
According to the law, if they are not committing a crime, only NMI officers can
detain migrants, although in reality this is not always the case. No other law
enforcement authorities are entitled to ask them to prove their migratory status.
Entering the country (Mexico) is an administrative violation, not a felony.
For their own safety, volunteers are not allowed to go with migrant peoples to the
train tracks. Only the core staff of the house can go, with the purpose of protection,
observation, and documentation.
Source: La Ruta’s Volunteer Manual, translation is mine.
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Boarding the train is hard. On the one hand because it travels increasingly fast. Riding it
requires running fast, jumping at the exactly right moment, and having the strength to hold
on and climb the cargo containers with people both before and behind you. As Chapter One
details, one of the aims of Plan Frontera Sur is to impede migrants from getting on the train
and for that purpose train tracks and engines have been modernized so the train can go faster.
Also, the terrain around the train is uneven and full of loose stones, holes, and branches.
Once, while talking to Alfonso, a Salvadoran young man who had lived in the U.S.
for years and who had decided to stay in Tanapan and try to obtain regular migratory status,
he told me that one of the hardest things when trying to get on the train was running alongside
the tracks without falling or twisting an ankle. Then, he pointed to the floor in the shelter,
and told me that the stones in the floor were there for that reason. It is a way to prepare, to
get used to what one may find when running along the tracks to get on the train. Alfonso
assured me that this had been done by La Ruta’s staff on purpose at the moment of building,
although no one at La Ruta seemed to be able to confirm this.
Figure 8. La Ruta’s stone floor

Source: Photo by the author, 2016

A few days after, when I went to the train tracks to see the area, I noticed that Alfonso’s
description of the ground was very accurate. Some potholes, loose stones, and sudden slopes
were noticeable even after a quick glance. La Ruta’s stone floor in fact resembled the ground
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along the train tracks, regardless of if it was only a coincidence. On the following days, I
noticed that Alfonso shared this insight with many of those who came to La Ruta and planned
to board the train.
Once on the train, those who manage to take it continue to face astonishing risks.
They face inclement weather conditions: extenuating heat in the south, below zero
temperatures while traversing the mountains, and extreme cold and heat while travelling
through the dessert. There are also many insects continuously around the train, bees,
mosquitos, wasps, spiders, and ants. Mosquitos bites entail additional risk for they transmit
diseases such as dengue and chikungunya, relatively common in Mexico’s southern states.
Migrants also have to hide, dodge branches and duck to avoid tunnels and other possible
obstacles and dangers that may appear along the route. At a talk given in La Ruta by a
representative of Doctors without Borders (DWB) 31 in 2015, some people shared their
experiences and gave advice to fellow migrants who were planning on riding the train north,
First of all, one has to assess the speed at which the train is travelling and also one’s
capacity to run and catch the train. Because if I feel that I have the capacity and I do
not, it is a failure. That is why we have to take that into account, and as she said
(DWB representative) we have to be careful with dehydration, how I feel in terms of
energy and that is all, regulating our capacity, see the speed of the train, and respect
that speed.
Fieldnotes, 2015

After this advice, a man in his forties, who said he was on his sixth northbound travel,
intervened,
Sometimes we prefer to go on top of the train wagons, to get air. But we tend to get
distracted and turn our backs to the front and, pum! A branch hits us and makes us
fall. Also, there is another threat, riding too close to the engine and then, when the
trains goes inside a tunnel you’re going to get roasted like an ant. Yes, if you ride too
close you will be toasted immediately. The heat is unbearable, I was only a few
wagons to the back, and I felt it. I thought, “I am riding too close, I’m not going to
Doctors without Borders has a space in La Ruta. They offer the help of a social worker and a psychologist,
who give welcoming talks to newly arrived migrants twice a week.
31
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stand this heat”. But then, when the train left the tunnel, I said to myself “I survived!”
Pretty dangerous.
Fieldnotes, 2015

He talked confidently, emphasizing that he was an experienced migrant. Others, who had
been staring at the floor, or dozing off, turned their heads toward him, attentively listening
and some even started asking questions. Experience mattered; the number of northbound
travels did not mean that one had failed in his endeavor and had been deported or returned
several times. Paradoxically, the expert was not the one who “made it” north, but the one
who had either failed or for some other reason had to do it a number of times. In this context,
more journeys meant more knowledge, wisdom, and expertise in tactics and strategies; it
gave one status. In other words, this man was a “transit expert” and would become a source
of reference, and subject of continuous inquiry and guidance in the days he remained in La
Ruta.

Migration Experts
The “transit expert” of the previous section was a common character in La Ruta. Many of
those who arrive at La Ruta were in their second, third, or fourth attempt to cross Mexico and
reach their intended destination, mainly the United States. While staying at La Ruta these
transit experts engaged in conversations with other less-experienced migrants, as portrayed
in the previous section, and shared their knowledge.
However, other experts were also present in La Ruta, and proved to be key for
migrants and asylum seekers who arrived at the shelter. Among these were activists and
volunteers with different degrees of expertise, but also doctors, psychologists, social workers,
and lawyers. La Ruta, as an organization had a diverse and multidisciplinary team created in
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response to the detected needs among the migrant population. This team is structured into
four main areas of work: (1) humanitarian assistance: in charge of providing food, rest, and
shelter for migrants; (2) human rights defense: provides general information on human rights
for those who come to the shelter and elaborates infographics, reports, etc. For this purpose,
La Ruta’s team has psychologists and doctors, as well as lawyers that provide overall legal
counseling32. (3) Vulnerable populations: for work with minors, women, members of the
LGBTQ community or other groups that may face heightened risks and situations of
vulnerability; and (4) structural change: this area works toward the transformation of
migratory policy and overall conditions for migrants and refugees in Mexico, it involves
building networks and working with the local community and Mexican authorities. This way
of structuring the shelter’s work shows that the organization conceived of its work as
something with a wider scope of impact rather than mere humanitarian support, something
that requires a team of specialists and a series of well-delineated procedures. This is a
challenge in a context of high mobility and scarce resources. Most people that work at La
Ruta are short-term volunteers (there are only around six members of the long-term staff that
receive a token honorarium) and the shelter depends on donations that are not necessarily
stable and/or predictable. In this section I explore two areas where La Ruta offers migrants
the possibility of engaging in interaction with experts on two specific areas: legal services
and mental health.
In an attempt of the Mexican government for its territory to be populated exclusively
by legal subjects, the block-and-wait system actively restricts entry and “illegal” presence
and punishes those who violate these dispositions by suspending their rights (Foucault 2012).

At different moments throughout my fieldwork La Ruta established partnerships with organizations like
Doctors Without Borders, Asylum Access, and Amnesty International to strengthen its work.
32
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For these, the lack of legal authorization to enter the country, move within it, and cross the
Mexico-US border constitutes the main source of “legal vulnerability” (Calavita 1998;
Coutin 2005; Mountz et al. 2002) which translates into a constant threat of detention and
deportability (De Genova and Peutz 2010). States’ policies turn unauthorized migrants into
“impossible subjects”, a person that “cannot be, and a problem that cannot be solved” (Ngai
2014:5). Migrants travel through hidden routes, enter underground labor markets, and are
pushed toward a clandestine life that “erases presence and suspends time” (Coutin 2005:196);
they are physically present, but legally and socially absent. In discourse and in social
interaction, migrants become illegals the literal embodiment of crimes and visible only as
such, as criminals, as trespassers, their identities become inextricably linked to their
migratory journeys and they are counted as data points within flows, or numbers of detentions
and deportations.
In response to this reality, La Ruta has an office of legal services where a team of
lawyers offer support in processes of asylum as well as other routes toward regularization.
As Chapter One describes, with the implementation of the block-and-wait regime in the past
decade, requests for asylum have increased exponentially in the whole Mexican territory, and
La Ruta has been no exception to this trend. Asylum requests in Tanapan went from seven
in 2014, to 532 in 2015 and again doubles in 2016 (1,032). Out of these 1,032 cases, La
Ruta’s legal team accompanied 752 asylum seekers in 2016, 166 who were recognized as
refugees before the end of the year. The opportunity of having legal counsel as they request
asylum, appeal the decisions, and interact with Mexican authorities is of great importance for
those at La Ruta, who, in other circumstances would lack legal representation and face the
Mexican asylum system on their own.
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As Chapter Three explores in detail, the asylum system in Mexico has turned into a
Waiting Regime, where temporal uncertainty and bureaucratic violence have become
widespread techniques to deter asylum applicants and deny international protection. As in
the rest of the world, for those in La Ruta, legal expertise allows to better navigate the system
and legal representation significantly increases the probabilities of being granted asylum
(Aleinikoff and Zamore 2019; FitzGerald 2019).
Another reality where legal services have acquired relevance recently has to do with
the rise in danger, abuses of authority and power of criminal organizations throughout
Mexican migration corridors which have resulted in thousands of migrants being victims of
crimes such as extorsion, kidnapping, trafficking, rape, and violent assault. According to La
Ruta’s statistical data, in 2014 more than 1,000 migrants were victims of crime between
crossing the Mexico-Guatemala border and arriving at the shelter; in 2015 and 2016, the
number surpassed 1,500. It is worth remembering that this involves less than 50 miles. The
most common crimes are thefts and abuses of authority. However, a clear rise in kidnappings
and sexual violence started taking place after 2015 and continues to date. Sadly, deaths along
the migratory route are far from uncommon and since 2015, La Ruta started incorporating
migrant deaths into their statistics. Furthermore, it is illustrative that La Ruta has a specific
death count explicitly attributed to Programa Frontera Sur, where the death toll from 2015
to 2016 was of 15.
Article 52 of the Mexican Migration Law states that people who are victims or
witnesses of a crime within Mexican territory are entitled to a Humanitarian Visa (Visitante
por Razones Humanitarias) status that is valid until the judicial process in regards to the
crime is done, whether it results in conviction of a criminal or not. In La Ruta, around 15
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percent of those who are victims of crime decide to start a formal legal process during their
Pause at the shelter and thus obtain a temporary legal migratory status.
Permanent legal status as refugees or temporary status such as the humanitarian visa
can be life-changing for people who arrive at La Ruta. On the one hand, they are formal
mechanisms of inclusion into the Mexican society and make it significantly easier to demand
and access certain rights such as education, employment, and health 33. On the other, they
protect migrants from deportation and detention, and thus open spaces for visibility even
when in public spaces. This becomes key for moving around Mexican territory, for example.
These processed allow migrants and asylum seekers to leave spaces of illegality or
irregularity and become legal subjects, albeit in many cases in situations of “liminal legality”
(Menjívar 2006), condemned to the uncertainty of periodic renovations of their temporal
permissions to stay and always at risk of losing their status as a result of governmental
decisions.
In practical terms, these processes involve lengthening the stay and engaging in a
series of bureaucratic procedures that entail costs and frustrations, and do not lead to success
in all cases. In my stays in La Ruta, I learned of many asylum cases that were denied or
abandoned, and many cases of victims who were not granted humanitarian status, or who
decided to abandon their legal processes after the Mexican state proved to be inefficient and
systematically re-victimized those who approached local authorities for recognition as
victims. La Ruta’s team was aware of the difficulties that these legal and bureaucratic

It is important to note that Mexican migratory laws do not restrict access to health and education because of
legal status. In other words, everyone, regardless of migratory status has the right to health and education while
in Mexico. However, in practical terms, migrants in irregular migratory conditions are commonly denied
healthcare and face significant hurdles when trying to enroll in school.
33
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processes entailed but insisted on its importance and continued to offer legal counseling to
those in need.
Parallel to the efforts to offer a less uncertain legal standing and safer migratory
status, la Ruta acknowledges that migratory journeys often take a significant toll on migrants’
mental health. With the objective of offering an integral care model that accounted for the
emotional and psychological issues endured by those who reach La Ruta, in 2012, La Ruta
partnered with Doctors without Borders (DWB). DWB hold a space within the shelter where
a psychologist and a social worker provide attention to migrants and asylum seekers from
Monday to Friday.
For most migrants, psychological attention is a novel thing to say the least. A degree
of stigma remains around the issue of mental health, and in many cases migrants (especially
young men) are reluctant to offers of support by the psychologist and social worker. In spite
of this, during my entire fieldwork I saw people in line outside of the psychologist’s
consultant room. In part because of the short stays of a lot of migrants, and partly due to the
high demand of her services, a lot of people visited the therapist’s office only once or twice,
according to Ana, the psychologist. She had designed a plan for short interventions in states
of crisis, although she acknowledged that many of the people who arrived at La Ruta
experienced trauma and P.T.S.D. Nevertheless, she focused her short spaces with migrants
in a strategy to deal with high levels of stress, fear, and anxiety.
Beyond the most common encounters, Ana also had more long-term patients, mainly
those who had been at the shelter for longest and many of those who were requesting asylum.
Among these was Wilmer, a teenager from El Salvador who had struggled chronically with
his mental health. Wilmer’s diagnosis was not obviously not public, and I never had certainty
of what it was, but it was known in the shelter that he tended to suddenly snap and “se pone
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loco” (act crazy). Wilmer needed to take his meds and stay off alcohol and drugs, which he
did not necessarily do all the time, and according to his sister Elvia, that is what triggered
him. In July 2016, while I was working at the shelter Ana asked me to help her, Wilmer had
had a crisis.
When I arrived at the teenagers’ module Wilmer was sitting in a corner holding his
head with both hands and crying. He did not want anyone to approach him except
Elvia who, after a while convinced him to let Ana talk to him. I stayed outside waiting
as I heard Wilmer’s sobbing start to calm down as he listened to Ana and Elvia. A
while later they left the room, Elvia’s arm was over Wilmer’s shoulder as they
walked together toward the basketball court. Ana walked behind them, she seemed
worried. A few hours later, during the volunteer meeting, Ana told us that Wilmer’s
meds were not having the desired effect, he was feeling disoriented and was having
more episodes than expected. She offered to drive him to the nearest city so a
psychiatrist could evaluate him and give him a new prescription. This entailed that
she would be away for a couple of days, but also, it meant that the shelter would have
to cover the expenses for specialized attention, medicine, and travel.
Fieldnotes, 2016

A few days after Wilmer’s crisis, Ana and he went to the city where Wilmer was tended to
by a psychiatrist. I never knew who paid for the costs that this involved.
Beyond direct attention, Ana also worked hand-in-hand with lawyers who provided
legal guidance to asylum seekers and, in many cases, was present during mock asylum
interviews, a technique to prepare asylum seekers for their interviews with the authorities.
Ana told me that these were stressful moments, where people were asked to remember and
talk about traumatic experiences and pushed to recount their experiences with as much detail
as possible. Her being there provided some sense of security and support within a
bureaucratic, formal, and in many cases, re-victimizing procedure.
Legal and medical services provided by La Ruta offer professional expertise and
support within moments of Pause. As this section describes, the presence of these
professionals in the shelter provides migrants and asylum seekers with the opportunity of nocost access to services that would otherwise be out of reach and almost impossible to acquire.
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In turn, these services substantially improve their chances of obtaining a more stable status
and legal protection, as well as a more thorough attention and care that takes into account the
possibly traumatic and violent experiences that migration entails.
As this section describes, La Ruta offers both emergent and basic care like the one
offered in the infirmary and described in the introductory vignette of this chapter, but also
expert attention provided by professional psychologists and social workers. These encounters
of care, expertise, support, legal representation, and thorough attention can only be possible
in moments of Pause, especially as migratory journeys become more turbulent and difficult.
III.

Concluding Remarks

At any moment between 2015 and 2019, hundreds of people with similar migratory plans
found themselves at La Ruta at the same time. Many of them in their second, third, or fourth
attempt to get somewhere else. It is no surprise then that La Ruta became a place of encounter
where people found travel companions and created solidarity networks for their northbound
journey.
At first glance, the Pause seems like a moment of immobility and an interval.
However, as this chapter argues, Pauses are a moment of strategic interaction and
engagement that foster the creation, sharing, and strengthening of social capital. These
interactions are almost always temporary, and do not turn into long-term relationships and/or
close-knit ties. However, their transitory and momentary nature does not hinder their power
as sources of social capital for those in movement.
Pauses have become essential as migratory journeys increase in length, complexity,
danger and costs. Spaces like La Ruta are deliberately created to offer the possibility of
pausing and have become hubs of knowledge, expertise, resources, and experiences are
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concentrated. Migrants’ pause allows for their temporary involvement in these groups and
benefits them in the short and long-term.
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CHAPTER THREE
The Waiting Regime

“I have always said I am a person, but today I am a citizen”.
Cristina

On June 2018, Cristina received an email from her protection officer 34. I was sitting at a desk
looking at my computer when I saw her get up, cover her face with her arms and exit the
office toward the small patio on the back. Cristina and I were working on a project against
human trafficking in Mexico and shared an office in one of Mexico City’s historic
neighborhoods. I followed her as she took long breaths trying to hold back from crying. At
that moment, I had no idea of what had happened, and I assumed she had gotten bad news.
It turned out to be just the opposite, attached to the email was a scanned letter that
stated that she had been granted refugee status in Mexico. She asked me to join her in reading
the email, as if she wanted someone else to confirm that it was true. Part of Cristina’s disbelief
had to do with her experiences throughout the asylum request process. She had filed in her
application in April 2017 and had expected it to take four months at the most, as that is the
established time frame in Mexican Refugee Law. However, the asylum process had taken
thirteen months, more than three times longer than she had expected, and well beyond what
is legally allowed.
Cristina read it out loud, making an effort to speak slowly, contrary to her normal fast
way of talking, and then asked me to do the same. ¡Carajo! (Damn!) she cried out, I have
ceased to be “just a person, I am now a citizen”, her initial disbelief turning into a mix of

Protection officers (POs) are employees of the COMAR (Mexican Commission for Refugees) that are assigned to asylum
seekers. POs are responsible of informing asylum seekers of the development of their processes and revising, classifying
and analyzing asylum requests.
34
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liberation and profound happiness. This email was the result of a year-long process full of
bureaucratic irregularities which had brought with it high monetary, emotional, and personal
costs for Cristina. Her claim regarding that she was now a citizen was a way of asserting that
she now had “the right to have rights”, in Arendt’s words.
We had been working together for months and have become close friends by then. I
had witnessed first-hand how she had struggled throughout the asylum process. Once a week
she got to the office late, because she had to go to the office of the Mexican Commission for
Refugees for her weekly sign-in. Also, she had periodic meetings with her lawyer to follow
up on her process, which had been plagued by irregularities. This meant that many days
Cristina stayed in the office until nine or ten at night to finish the work that accumulated.
Also, in spite of having way more experience than me, and a very impressive CV, her
position in the office was lower than mine because of the restrictions involved in being an
asylum seeker (explained more in detail in coming sections). Finally, Cristina had become
the sole breadwinner of a family of six that included her mom, her brother and his family.
She was tired, constantly frustrated because of the lack of time and space for herself and fed
up of having her whole life depend on erratic bureaucratic processes that had no clear end in
sight. In short, this process took a toll on Cristina’s life in general: she spent most of her life
savings, struggled to find work and a place to live, and had gone through moments of stress,
depression, hopelessness, resignation, and outrage. Nevertheless, her endurance and patience
paid off, the resolution was positive, and she was now officially a refugee recognized by the
Mexican State and granted permanent residency as a result.
Cristina’s happy outcome is rare in this study, and exceptional among all applicants
for asylum in Mexico – only 2 or 3 out of every ten who apply get refugee status. She is a
“best-case applicant” – an asylum lawyer herself, who had supported applications in
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Venezuela – and a “best-case outcome” – getting legal status. For most asylum seekers in
Mexico, however, endurance, patience, and coping with hardships do not translate into being
granted refugee status.
Nowadays, most asylum seekers in Mexico face a direr situation, closer to Elena’s
experience. Elena fled her small town in the Salvadoran coast and entered Mexico through
its southern border late in 2015. I met her a couple of months after that, while she was staying
at La Ruta. Just like Cristina, Elena was certain that going back to her country of origin would
put her life in danger and started her asylum request procedures shortly after her arrival in
Mexico. In 2018, almost three years had gone by and Elena’s case was still unresolved. Elena
had been trapped in a bureaucratic and legal cycle for years, which had pressured her to the
point of abandoning her request for asylum, instantly turning her into an irregular migrant.
Elena’s experience reveals how, for those with low levels of capital (broadly defined),
enduring the long waits, uncertainty about when she might hear back about her case, and high
costs imposed by the asylum process can make it an impossible task. Like Elena, thousands
of asylum seekers, particularly the ones that face the most vulnerable situations, encounter a
system that complicates things to a point that it becomes almost impossible to pursue their
claim for asylum and leads them to abandon their requests and thus remain bereft of state
protection.
Faced with systems built for deterrence (FitzGerald 2019), asylum seekers globally
face increasingly harder situations, longer processes and waiting times, and higher degrees
of general uncertainty on what their situation is and will turn out to be. The Mexican Asylum
System is no exception in this global trend. Navigating it has become an increasingly
complicated task. As Cristina’s case illustrates, even in the best-case scenarios, waiting times
have elongated significantly and uncertainty and arbitrariness abound, startling even the most
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knowledgeable asylum seekers. Asylum seekers’ experiences of waiting as imposed by the
Mexican State “offer an excellent opportunity to study the daily exercise or denial or
rights"(Auyero 2012, 8).
Furthermore, as Cristina’s and Elena’s cases illustrate, waiting and uncertainty are
not equally experienced. There are systematic disparities in access to international protection
that are evident in the experiences of asylum seekers and the outcomes of their processes. In
other words, not all asylum seekers wait for the same amount of time, in the same conditions,
and with the same probabilities of a positive or expected outcome. The experiences of asylum
seekers in Mexico have not only become harder in general in the past years, but also tend to
reflect and reinforce preexisting inequalities. This is the idea that will guide the present
chapter.
In the first section of the chapter, I provide some context on Mexico’s asylum system.
I begin by describing the legally prescribed asylum process. Afterwards, I provide some
current statistics and data to describe the current state of Mexico’s asylum system in general
terms.
Throughout the following section, I describe how for the past five years (2015-2019),
the Mexican government has designed and executed a series of techniques and strategies that
I call the Waiting Regime, and that have resulted in a de facto denial of the right to asylum
for many refugees. The Mexican refugee system is supposed to offer those who state a wellfounded fear of going back to their countries of origin protection in the form of refugee status.
According to the law, this process should take place in a timely manner, protecting those in
need and guaranteeing respect to human rights. Instead, the Waiting Regime has imposed
prolonged waiting periods, obscured asylum processes and resulted in pervasive uncertainty
and arbitrariness to the point that it seems nearly impossible to navigate, effectively forcing
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asylum seekers into submission (Auyero 2012). The Waiting Regime is designed to deter
those who are thinking of requesting asylum in Mexico, and to complicate the process to the
point that it pressures those in process to abandon their requests. In Arendt’s words, the
Waiting Regime has approached the “refugee problem” by asking, “how can the refugee be
made deportable again?” (Arendt 1973, 284).
Furthermore, the Waiting Regime is a system of selection, where the criteria based on
credible fear and need for protection has been superseded by a rhetorical apparatus based on
narratives of endurance, patience, deservingness, and authenticity. This apparatus is an
effective submission technique, for protection is only available to those who endure the wait,
and do so “properly”, because patience serves as a proxy for “authentic” need and
appropriateness reflects deserving protection. The Waiting Regime describes the outcomes
of asylum requests as determined by individual characteristics and attitudes, rather as the
result of a systemic imposition of temporal control and submission. It shifts responsibility
and the burden of proving to be worthy and entitled to protection from the State to the
individuals. For this purpose, I draw on Auyero’s idea of a “tempography of domination”, to
analyze how “the dominated perceive temporality and waiting, how they act or fail to act on
these perceptions, and how these perceptions and these (in)actions serve to challenge or
perpetuate their domination" (2012, 4)
Section III, Navigating the Waiting Regime: Situations, Perspectives and the
Reproduction and Reinforcement of Inequalities, turns to the analysis of asylum application
processes in Mexico through in-depth analysis of two strategic cases: Cristina’s as a bestcase and rather uncommon scenario, and Elena’s, as a more prevalent and less privileged
scenario. Through thick description and case-based analysis I am to analyze asylum seekers’
concrete settings and experiences of deprivation (Piven and Cloward 1978, 20) and
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destitution. Following the idea that waiting times and conditions vary widely, and these
variations respond to “unequal distribution of resources and power” (Schwartz 1974;
Bourdieu 2000), argue that temporal techniques of asylum deterrence are part of a system of
selection, where possibilities of being granted protection are restricted to the ones that are
able to endure the waiting and cope with the pervasive uncertainties imposed by The Waiting
Regime. In other words, the possibility of successfully navigating the asylum process is
related to the amount of capital that people possess and the ways in which people are able to
make sense of their asylum processes. In short, the Waiting Regime is also an “inequality
regime” (Acker 2006).
For those requesting asylum, the outcome of an administrative procedure is literally life
altering. The analysis of The Waiting Regime, as a temporal technique of control and
submission, but also as a clear manifestation of State power and a mechanism of reproduction
and reinforcement of inequalities (Auyero 2012), is a critical element in order to understand
contemporary experiences of asylum seekers and migrants.
I.

Asylum in Mexico

In Mexico, asylum procedures are dealt with by the Federal Government, more specifically
by the Mexican Commission for Refugees (COMAR). As Table 1 describes, the asylum
process starts with a request filed in by the “applicant”, followed by a questionnaire, an
interview, and a resolution. This entire process should, according to the 24th article of the
Mexican Law on Refugees, Complimentary Protection and Political Asylum (Ley sobre
Refugiados, Protección Complementaria y Asilo Político), take a maximum of 45 business
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days35. During this period, the person who requested asylum must not leave the state where
the application was filed and should go to the local offices of the COMAR 36 for a weekly
sign in, or as they say in Mexico, firma, or signature. This means that for the 45 to 90
business-days established by law, mobility is restricted to the state where the procedure
started and the evaluation of the need for protection is dependent, among other things, on
signing-in with the refugee office every week. The lack of two successive sign-ins results in
the process being considered abandoned.
Table 1. Procedure for Recognition of Refugee Status in Mexico
1.

2.
3.

4.

5.
6.
7.

Applicants present their request for recognition before the COMAR, within 30 days of their initial entry
to Mexico. If there are no COMAR offices where the person is, they can present the application at the
INM’s offices, and the INM has three days to notify the COMAR of said application.
Once the application is received, the applicant must fill out a questionnaire. This must be done in
presence of a member of the COMAR or the INM.
Once the application is filed in and until its resolution, the applicant cannot be returned to his/her
country of origin. COMAR should notify the INM not to act against people while in the process of
requesting refugee status recognition.
The applicant must go to the COMAR or INM office (where there’s no COMAR) once a week to sign
on the day specified by the aforementioned offices.
a. Failure to attend two consecutive signatures will be considered abandonment of the
procedure
b. When the applicant leaves the state where the request was filed without the COMAR’s
authorization, it will also be considered abandonment of procedure
c. The process will be considered desisted if the applicant states that he/she does not want to
continue with the process.
Once the questionnaire is submitted, the COMAR will do an interview. Interviews can take place at the
COMAR, inside migratory detention centers, or in other places conditioned for that purpose.
For every application received, the COMAR must issue a record of procedure to the applicant. This
paper will be valid for 45 days and will be accompanied by a CUR number (Registry number).
Resolution of the application will take 45 business days at the most, or another 45 days in the cases
explained in Art. 24 of the law.

Source: Mexican Law on Refugees, Complimentary Protection and Political Asylum, translation is mine.

According to the same Article 24, this 45-day time limit can be extended if any of the following five conditions are met:
1) lack of information around the facts that integrate the request, 2) absence of translators/interpreters needed for optimal
communication with the person requesting recognition; 3) impossibility of carrying out the interview due to the solicitant’s
poor state of health; 4) the request by the solicitant of extra time to contribute with more information to complete their
application, and 5) any other fortuitous or major events that make it impossible for the Ministry of Interior to comply
adequately with the procedure.
36 According to Article 23 of the Bylaws of the Law on Refugees and Complimentary Protection, a person requesting
recognition may file a request to change state of residence during the process and should attach the reasons for the request
as well as necessary proofs.
35
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In an ideal scenario, where the asylum process is completed within the legally established
timeframe, nine to ten signatures are required, and the limitations of interstate mobility are
only about two months long. However, as Cristina and Elena’s cases illustrate, the actual
length of the process tends to be much longer. Since the mid-2010s, procedures began
expanding in length and a significant backlog in the Mexican refugee system started
becoming evident. In Mexico, refugee recognition procedures have gone from a couple of
months at the most to taking years. The category “pending” first appeared in official statistics
in 2016, when four requests were described as unresolved by the end of the year. A year later,
the number of “Pending” claims had grown to more than 2,000, nearly 15% of the total
applications received. By 2018 pending applications reached 79.8% of the total, which meant
that more than 25,000 people were still waiting to hear if their application for international
protection would be granted or denied (Ureste 2019).
Several factors are behind these severe delays in Mexico’s refugee process. On the
one hand, since its founding, in 1980, the COMAR has been a small institution with clear
infrastructural limitations (COMAR only has four offices in the whole country 37), chronically
underfunded, and short-staffed. In 2019, the COMAR had less than 150 full-time staff
members, the office in Mexico City had only five lawyers in charge of more than 4,000
asylum requests and the office in Tapachula, Chiapas (the busiest port of entry for asylum
seekers) had nine lawyers (Cullell and Subizar 2019). On the other hand, the steep upsurge
in refugee claims, which grew more than 5000% in a 10-year period (2010-2019) (COMAR
2019), substantially increased the institutions’ workload without even an echo of similar
increases in budget, personnel, or institutional strengthening mechanisms.

37 The COMAR has announced that by July 2019, three additional offices will be operating, one in Palenque, Chiapas; a

second one in Tijuana, Baja California and a third in Monterrey, Nuevo León.
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According to a member of the new administration, which took office in January 2019,
some steps have been taken toward the strengthening of the COMAR in terms of improving
the procedures. Nevertheless, the disjuncture between the workload and the institution’s
capacity remains to be far from ideal,
“The COMAR has been a very, very small and weak institution, if you allow the
expression. For instance, talking about budget, the Congress keeps giving us the same
Budget that we got in 2013 and 2014, when the number of requests...I mean, it does not
match the capacity.”
Interview with a member of the COMAR, 2019

This, she argues, is connected to the fact that Mexican migratory policy has always been
oriented toward Mexico as a country of transit toward the United States, but “attention has
never been paid to this reality” of Mexico as a country of refuge.
Yet, in recent years, this is precisely what has happened, Mexico has become not only
a space of origin, transit, and return but one where thousands seek international protection in
the form of refugee status. By arguing that waiting is a result of the rising number of claims
and that the government is doing “all it can to solve this backlog”, the delays, waiting, and
temporal uncertainty faced by asylum seekers seem to be a result more of a supply-demand
disjuncture rather than a conscious policy decision. However, I argue that the reasons lie
beyond a simple “lack of planning” and an “over-demand of protection” and are related to a
global trend of establishing systems of asylum deterrence (FitzGerald 2019). In Mexico
deterrence has been enacted through a series of strategies which are part of what I call the
Waiting Regime.
As shown in Chapter One, Mexico’s geographical location –precisely below the
United States and in between the U.S. and Central America- places the country in a
geopolitical position that has turned the whole territory into a border (Anguiano Téllez and
Villafuerte Solís 2015; Vogt 2018) and a buffer zone (FitzGerald 2019). Migratory policy

122

and mobility management are results of interactions, negotiations, tensions, and pressures
between the U.S. and the Mexican authorities. It is not surprising then, that as migratory
enforcement becomes stricter in the United States, more people decide to stay or are trapped
in Mexico; or that as migration flows that reach the U.S.- Mexico border grow, pressures rise
to enhance control of the southern border and impede movement through the country. At the
same time, the increased decline of the conditions in Central American and South American
countries, continue displacing thousands of people who flee on a search for protection and
who instead find a regional system designed to continue expelling them (Sassen 2014).
According to a high-ranking officer of the COMAR that I interviewed in 2019, the
current situation evidences “an impressive lack of planning. If you look at the numbers, since
2013 the number of asylum claims has grown approximately 60% each year”. As Figure 9
illustrates, asylum requests went from 1,296 in 2013 to almost 70,609 in 2019. The first two
months of 2020 continue to show a growing trend in asylum requests, with almost 12,000
asylum applications received by the end of February (COMAR 2020). Yet, the palpable
character of this reality pointed out by the interviewed functionary does not seem to be shared
by the Federal government, for COMAR’s budget has remained stable in spite of the sharp
increases in asylum request numbers. Between 2014 and 2019, COMAR’s yearly assigned
budget oscillated between 20 and 25 million Mexican pesos. Surprisingly, in 2019, the budget
assigned was the lowest since 2011: 21.5 million pesos (close to a million USD). In other
words, if the entirety of the budget assigned to this institution were to be divided between the
number of asylum seekers, COMAR had 9,000 pesos or 470 USD per applicant in 2014,
which fell to 300 pesos, or 15 USD in 201938.

This number results from by dividing the budget between the total yearly applications. I estimated the exchange rate at 1
USD = 20 MXN.
38
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Figure 9. Total Refugee Applications Received by COMAR (2014-August 2019)

*Budget in millions of pesos. Base year = 2018
Source: Statistical Bulletins of the Migratory Policy Unit, SEGOB and COMAR Statistics

To place these numbers in perspective, the National Institute for Migration (INAMI), in
charge of border security, detentions, deportation and control entries and exits in Mexico has
70 times more budget than the COMAR39, always close to 2 billion pesos or 100 million
USD. Furthermore, budget data reveals that INAMI enjoys a great amount of flexibility in
budget exercise40. This means that every year, INAMI’s expenses surpass its assigned budget
significantly. The COMAR, on the other hand, shows the opposite trend, spending less than
it was assigned. As an example of the former, in 2018, the year that ended with the arrival of
the migrant caravans to the south of Mexico, the COMAR spent 11 percent more than its
assigned budget. INAMI, on the other hand, spent almost 250 percent more than what it was

According to PEF (Budget Assignation) data, INAMI had the following budgets for the past years: 1,747,417,094 in
2014; 1,694,421,799 in 2015; 1,621,836,435 in 2016; 1,662,933,530 in 2017; 1,731, 895,310 in 2018, and 1,370,342,864 in
2019 (2018 prices).
40 Executed budgets reflect the actual money spent by a given government institution during the fiscal year. In the past five
years, INAMI has consistently spent almost triple the budget that that assigned at the beginning of the year. COMAR, on
the other hand, did not vary more than 10,000 pesos on average.
39
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originally allocated for this institution 41. Again, these numbers reflect Mexico’s approach to
migratory dynamics, one centered on national security and that prioritizes the surveillance of
borders over the protection of the right to asylum.
II.

The Waiting Regime
Pero Joseph K sabía que todo archivo podía ser el territorio del destierro,
Del extravío, el desborde.
Cualquier documento que entra en un archivo oficial
parece irremediablemente perdido.
Vivian Abenshushan, Permanente obra negra, 2019

Like most asylum systems in the world, the Mexican system is based on the principle of nonrefoulement: the commitment of receiving countries not to return asylum seekers to a country
where they would be in danger. A late signatory to the 1951 Convention, Mexico’s refugee
laws are aligned with both the Convention, its Protocol, and the 1984 Cartagena Declaration.
However, in practice, the Mexican government, like many other states, has found ways of
getting away with failing to protect without violating the non-refoulement principle
(FitzGerald 2019). Behind a discourse of legal neutrality and compliance, the Mexican
government has resorted to sophisticated techniques of bureaucratic violence to deter asylum
seekers and complicate things to the point that waiting for recognition proves to be virtually
impossible for many and results in applicants abandoning their applications.
Between 2015 and 2018, around 30 per cent of asylum seekers abandoned their
asylum applications before these concluded. Echoing C. Wright Mills’ thoughts on how
“everywhere in the overdeveloped world, the means of authority and of violence become
total in scope an bureaucratic in form”(Wright Mills 2000, 4), I define bureaucratic violence

According to SHCP budget data, COMAR’s 2018 assigned budget was 25.78 million pesos, and by the end of the year,
it had spent 28.54. INAMI’s assigned budget was 1,731.9 million pesos and spent more than 6 million.
41
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as the systematic violation of rights by the state’s systemic use of discretion and manipulation
in implementing the law, such that the state can claim it is complying with the law, while it
is de facto using its discretion to limit, and in my view, violate the rights the law guarantees.
In this chapter I explore two of these techniques of bureaucratic violence: (1) the imposition
of delay, and (2) the dissemination of a rhetoric of individual deservingness and refugee
authenticity. These techniques of deterrence constitute what I call the Waiting Regime.
Migratory policies and border control are often thought of in spatial terms. Focused
on the restriction of entrance and the control of those leaving a country through its borders,
airports, and ports, migratory policy is in most occasions conceived as a restriction and
management of mobilities within bounded territories as spatial entities; the exercise of
sovereign power in Foucault’s (1988) terms. However, more and more, governments around
the world are implementing temporal techniques of border control (McNevin and Missbach
2018), mobility management, and migratory restriction. Temporal techniques of border
control, or chronopolitics (Abad Miguélez 2018) benefit from the relationship between
domination and the manipulation of time (Auyero 2012, 14) to manage mobilities and
circulation of people through the control of rhythms, flows, speed, tempo, pace, and routes.
These techniques are materialized in strategies such as “enforced idleness”
(Schwartz 1974, 846; Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson 2013), where people are detained or
forced to wait in long queues or waiting zones (Basaran 2011); through the imposition of
slowness (Abad Miguélez 2018) and the “politics of exhaustion” (de Vries and Guild 2018);
and through the bureaucratic appropriation of time, where “life spheres are invaded with a
strategy based on delay” (Abad Miguélez 2018, 8). An increasing number of migrants and
refugees are being subjected to “experiences of waiting, deferral and uncertainty” (McNevin
and Missbach 2018, 13) where “the compression, elongation, and partitioning of time exerts
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effects of control, filtering and selectivity upon human mobility" (Mezzadra and Neilson
2013). Chronic waiting, where people face prolonged periods of uncertainty and
indeterminacy imposed by state policies and bureaucratic procedures, results in a loss of
“temporal sovereignty”42 (Wacjman 2017 cited in Abad Miguélez 2018). The temporal
indeterminacy and prolonged waiting periods are an example of the “daily reproduction of a
mode of domination founded on the creation of a generalized and permanent state of
insecurity'” (Bourdieu 1999, 8 cited in Auyero 2012, 19).
In other words, individuals and groups are made to wait for period beyond their
control and beyond those required by law, without being able to freely allocate their time in
the present or to make plans for the future. Inspired by Auyero’s work on Argentinean
bureaucracy and the ways in which it enforces waiting as a technique of domination (2012),
the following section offers an example of the ways in which enforced bureaucratic waiting
is used as a technique for submission and regulation of movement, resulting in the imposition
of temporal uncertainty and spatial entrapment.

Institutionalizing Delay, Waiting and Temporal Uncertainty: The 2017 Suspension of
Timeframes
And trials like this last so long, particularly these days!
Franz Kafka, The Trial

On October 30th, 2017 a notice was published in the Mexican Official Gazette where the
COMAR announced the suspension of the established time frames for asylum processes and

Temporal sovereignty refers to the capacity or incapacity of freely deciding the allocation of one’s time. In other words,
to the possibility, or impossibility, of autonomy in controlling how much time one spends working, resting, on leisure,
etcetera.
42
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other forms of international protection until further notice. The notice appeared about 40 days
after an earthquake struck Mexico, causing ample damage in Mexico City, Morelos, Puebla,
and the Southern states of the country, especially along the coasts of Oaxaca and Chiapas.
Among the damaged was the building that hosted the offices of the COMAR in Mexico City,
which deals with asylum requests from 25 states. COMAR’s central office was temporarily
relocated to the National Institute of Migration’s (INAMI) office: a ludicrous choice since
the INAMI is the institution in charge of detention, deportation, and return of migrants in the
country and one of the institutions which has been amply associated with abuses of migrants’
human rights throughout the country.
According to a member of the COMAR interviewed on May 2019, the suspension of
time frames concerns the Mexico City office only, since it was the only one damaged by the
earthquake. However, official statistics published in their webpage on July 1 st, 2019 tell a
different story: the delay in procedures affects all offices and not just the one in Mexico City,
as the official suspension argues (Table 2).
Table 2. Pending Applications by July 2019
OFFICE
CONCEPT
CASES
PEOPLE
Mexico
Delay
685
858
City
Suspension
9,754
13,393
Chiapas
Delay
8,959
16,871
In Process
5,941
11,940
Veracruz
Delay
1,133
1,797
In Process
877
1,673
Tabasco
Delay
1,344
2,611
In Process
749
1,537
Total

Suspension
9,754
13,393
Delay
12,121
22,137
In Process
7,567
15,150
Delay: Processes that have taken more than the 90-day maximum established by law.
Suspension: Cases suspended by the October 2017 announcement.
In Process: Applications that are still within the 90-day period.
Source: COMAR’s June Report43
43

Available in: https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/473300/REPORTE_CIERRE_DE_JUNIO_2019.pdf
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As Table 2 shows, while only 13,393 people’s applications are directly related to the
suspension of timeframes in the Mexico City office, an additional 37,287 are undergoing
some sort of set-back at the national level. The most affected office is the one established in
Chiapas, where 56.8% of the delayed requests are concentrated and where close to 29,000
people await some sort of resolution. Chiapas is followed by the office in Tabasco, and finally
the office in Veracruz, all these located close to Mexico´s southern border. This is due, in
part, to the fact that the reception of requests for refugee status is unevenly distributed
geographically. In the 2013-2018 period, for instance, the offices in Chiapas and Tabasco
received between the 50% and 78% of the total applications of the country. This confirms
the importance of the southern border as a space of arrival of people in need for international
protection, mainly from Central America’s Northern Triangle.
The notice published in late October implies that some steps of the asylum process
are indefinitely suspended or delayed, mainly the interviews, and thus no process can be
completed in the legally stipulated terms and timeframes. While the official discourse states
that there is no denial of the right to claim asylum, since all applications are received, the
reality is that by suspending a key step of the asylum recognition process, no one can be
granted refugee status. In short, this suspension results in a de facto denial of the right to
asylum. This is not only an administrative setback but also a direct violation of the human
right to asylum, as well as a failure of the Mexican state to fulfill its responsibility as a
signatory of the 1951 Convention, let alone a blatant breach of Mexican’s own refugee laws.
However, while the Mexican state is relieving itself of the requirement that it meet
legal deadlines, it is not offering applicants the same flexibility. People applying for the
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recognition of refugee status still have to comply with the requirements established by law:
weekly signatures, presentation of their request within 30 days of entry to Mexico, and a
spatial delimitation of their movements, without leaving the boundaries of the state where
they started their process. As in many other places, refugees in Mexico encounter a double
standard, one where any error, inconsistency, or discrepancy on their part could result in a
denial of their claims for protection while the government demands tolerance for human
error, inconsistency, temporal delays, and flexibility (Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson 2013;
McNevin and Missbach 2018). Cristina explicitly refers to this disparity:
“…it threw me off-balance. The fact that the law establishes obligations both for the
COMAR and for those of us requesting refugee status. But after the earthquake and with
the time frame suspension it turns out that COMAR, or the Mexican state, had no
obligations, but the general population, the ones vulnerable to deportation or labor
exploitation due to lack of papers, did. So, they had no obligations, but we still had to
be present for our weekly signature and we couldn’t leave the urban area of Mexico City.
Any administrative fault can risk your recognition procedure (asylum application),
which should be based on other arguments”.
Interview with Cristina, 2019 (emphasis is mine)

Most refugees, like Cristina, are aware that the possibilities of changing their current situation
are limited if not null. The monopolist character of these procedures -migratory regularization
and asylum claims are handled and granted exclusively by the government- is the clearest
example of what Schwartz describes as a relationship of “organized dependency” (1974,
841), where people’s cases depend entirely on the state’s willingness. This grants state agents
the power to organize the relationship with its “clients” or interested parties in the way it
considers best, leaving little to no leverage to those applying.
For those without legal status or in need of international protection this dependency
reaches a whole other level, due to the conditions of vulnerability and to the fact that living
without documents and/or in irregular migratory status imposes considerable strain in
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people’s lives, to say the least. Depending on the country’s legal framework, irregular
migrants and asylum seekers may not be allowed to work without being recognized; housing
and education opportunities may be severely restricted as well as health services.
Furthermore, in many cases, people awaiting regularization are held in detention while their
applications are pending, their lives completely halted during that process. The lives and
identities of asylum seekers– just like those of the Argentinean poor waiting for the State to
deliver on their welfare benefits– are characterized by “never-ending waiting, sometimes
hopeful, other times resigned”(Auyero 2012, 24).For many migrants, processes to acquire
regular status are an indispensable step in order to start thinking of viable livelihoods and
dignified conditions of existence in host countries. For many others, those requesting
international protection in the way of asylum, enduring these proceedings is the only
possibility for survival. It is in contexts such when the practices enacted by the Waiting
Regime become both a clear manifestation of power and a seemingly effective technique of
mobility control.

The Rhetoric of Deservingness: The Virtuous Patient and the False Refugee
“If you’re impatient, why don’t you leave?
You could have left even earlier, no one would have missed you.
In fact you should have left the moment I arrived, and as quickly as possible.”
Franz Kafka,The Trial

The high stakes involved in these bureaucratic processes results in migrants and asylum
seekers enduring hardships and conditions that could otherwise result in a disinvestment or
abandonment of the processes. However, this submission or apparent tolerance shown by
asylum seekers is not only a result of the need for State protection but also promoted by a
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rhetorical apparatus of endurance, patience, deservingness, and refugee “authenticity”
enforced by the Waiting Regime. “Authentic refugees” (Hyndman and Giles 2011) are
expected to wait for as long as their procedures may take, for that demonstrates patience, a
real need for protection, and a grateful and understanding attitude toward the host State.
Asylum seekers and refugees are portrayed as and expected to be helpless, powerless,
immobile, patient, grateful, and passive. These attitudes are contrasted to others such as
desperation, entitlement, movement, empowerment and outrage, linked to narratives of
individuals portrayed as misusers of the system and a threat to national security or the welfare
state, who are met with rejection and suspicion. This rhetorical apparatus is built into
discourses, official public statements, media portrayals of refugees and asylum seekers, and
incorporated into many asylum seekers’ self-narratives. As Conlon argues, those who wait,
especially those who wait for long periods of time, incorporate the waiting into their life
experience, and into “subjective understandings of themselves and their life projects” (2011,
358). Waiting does not only shape practice and action, but also individual’s identities. In
other words, it becomes “integral to the constructions of subjectivity” (Conlon 2011, 357).
Constructions of subjectivity involve the value attributed to certain attitudes toward waiting,
such as patience, orderly expectancy, submission, desperation, frustration, abandonment,
outrage, and despair. These attitudes, and their attributed value, constitute representations of
movement, or lack thereof, and reflect the particular politics of a given “constellation of
mobility” (Cresswell 2010, 18–19). In a world where forcing subjects into idleness has
become one of the most powerful techniques of submission, waiting patiently has become a
sign of virtue (Hage 2009).
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Incorporating and Contesting Deservingness
Maru, a young woman who I interviewed in 2019, left her home in Venezuela in 2018 after
working for the Venezuelan government for more than ten years. As the situation in
Venezuela deteriorated, Maru’s family had left, her brother went to another country in South
America and her mother to the U.S. However, Maru had stayed because she was scared of
applying for political asylum because she “feared that if someone powerful in the government
(Venezuelan) found out she could be hurt or in danger”. Maru was not aware of the difference
between refugee status and political asylum, until a friend gave her Cristina’s number,
suggesting she contacted her for expert advice about asylum processes in Mexico.
She chose Mexico because she had been in a long-distance relationship with a Mexican
man for two years, who convinced her to join him and offered her a place to stay. Maru
travelled to Mexico on July 2017 and started her asylum application by mid-August. A month
later, the earthquake struck Mexico City and on October, the suspension of time frames was
announced, Maru was among those who’s asylum application process was suspended.
Without regular migratory status, Maru had no legal work permit and depended on informal
temporal jobs like selling merchandise that she bought at local markets that sold overstock at
discounted prices. She went door-to-door around her neighborhood selling makeup and other
beauty items.
After a few months she saved enough money to enroll in English lessons, hoping that
these would help her gain access to better employment opportunities. One of her classmates
offered her a job at an accounting office, where she worked under conditions of exploitation,
ensuring 10-hour shifts for 250 USD a month. During these months, Maru lived with her
partner, who started psychologically and verbally abusing her very soon after she arrived.
She told me she put up with him because “she had nowhere else to go”. As she was getting
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ready to leave him, she had an accident, she fell down the stairs and hurt both her legs. She
remembers those moments as some of the hardest ones, “I still had to go to the COMAR and
sign in. I had no money for a cab, so I took the subway with my crutches. Those were horrible
times for me. Oh, the stairs on the Polanco44 subway station…”. In these moments of despair,
Maru found solace in conversations with friends and other asylum seekers who she met in
the line for weekly sign-ins. She recalls that they would help her carry her things and shared
water and snacks with her as she stood for hours waiting for her turn to sign. COMAR
authorities had no special consideration for her, or others, in spite of having crutches and
visibly hurt legs. She recalls a conversation with a friend, where they discussed waiting as
being something actively imposed by governments, a strategy to deter people from seeking
and obtaining protection,
“Look Maru, all attentions offered to migrants around the world are like this. They bet
on you getting tired and leaving, because otherwise you are going to regularize your
status and stay. You are a foreigner…”
Interview with Maru ,2019

The claim made by Maru’s friend illustrates one of the main contradictions of the Waiting
Regime. On the one hand, the rhetoric apparatus expects people to wait patiently and
passively in order to prove deservingness. At the same time, the imposition of delay and
waiting, as a temporal technique of border control, pressures people to abandon their
procedures and leave, therefore discharging the State of any obligation. These rhetorical
apparatuses of the Waiting Regime conceive that experiences of waiting are determined by
individual characteristics and attitudes.
Maru was granted refugee status nine months after submitting her application. As
soon as she got the news, she went to the offices of the Ministry of Education with her
The Polanco subway station is the closest to the COMAR’s temporary office at the INM, where asylum seekers had to go
to for their weekly sign-in.
44
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university diploma to start revalidation processes. Cristina had told her about this, and Maru
had left Venezuela with all necessary paperwork. Now that she was a legal permanent
resident, she could get a formal and better job that would allow her to move out of her
partner’s house and “get back on track”. When we talked, Maru told me she was proud –and
surprised– of her own strength, commitment, and ability to get through the process even in
spite of adversities,
“I survived and a very strange thing that I did not expect from myself is that, with all
that adversity, even with my depression and suicidal thoughts, I followed through. I
completed my process and never missed a signature.”
Interview with Maru, 2019

While Maru acknowledges that patience and endurance are only part of the story, the quote
above shows how narratives of deservingness were incorporated into her self-understanding
as she reflects on her asylum application process. Like K, Maru seemed to believe that “The
calmer I am, the better, as far as the outcome is concerned” (Kafka 1925:94); she valued
patience, responsibility, endurance, and following the procedures, in spite of the costs that
these brought to her. She did not abandon the asylum processes, and she is proud of it.
Maru’s narrative links the fact that she was granted refugee status to her behavior
throughout the process, never mentioning the fact that she had a right to international
protection, regardless of her capacity of being patient and enduring a nine month wait, and
countless instances of bureaucratic violence. Her story is an illustration of the power of the
rhetoric of deservingness of the waiting regime, which shifts the responsibility from the State
to the individual, and places those who abandon their asylum processes in the category of
meritless or unfounded claims for protection. Furthermore, abandonment turns asylum
seekers into irregular migrants and thus shifts their surveillance from the refugee offices to
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immigration authorities. Those who abandon remain under the state’s supervision, shifted
from bureaucratic waiting to ever-present deportability.
In Mexico, the rate of abandonment for asylum applications is around 30 percent and
is geographically and demographically stratified. Abandonment rates are significantly higher
for Central Americans than for other asylum seekers and greater in Mexico´s southern states,
when compared to those in the offices of Mexico City, for instance. Mexican authorities
claim that these differences are explained by the fact that people from Central America
generally have no intentions of staying in Mexico. This narrative portrays refugee procedures
as tools that people use in order to prevent deportation to their places of origin while they
attempt to cross the U.S. border. Following this line of thought, asylum seekers are portrayed
as abusers of the system, only looking for ways to trick the Mexican state in order to get to
the United States. These ideas are quite pervasive in Mexican migratory policy discourses,
political discourses, and among the general population.
However, human rights and pro-migrant activists emphatically reject this narrative.
Sandra, a staff member of La Ruta I interviewed in February 2019, vocally rejected the
distinction between the “meritless” and those in “real need” for protection. In La Ruta, a
shelter where a great majority of the population (more than 90 percent) is from Central
American origin, and where the abandonment rate is double the national (60-70 per cent),
these rhetorical apparatuses are constantly contested. When I asked staff members why they
thought this happened, their reply was concise,
“I would say that the main reason is COMAR’s inefficiency. I would not say that the
reason lies in the rise of better opportunities rather than waiting, and I don’t think people
see it that way. More like there is not much hope in the system and its procedures”
Interview with Sandra, 2019
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According to her, and echoing the claims made by La Ruta as an organization, migrants and
refugees, those who decided to request asylum and those who did not, those who finished
their asylum application and those who for some reasons did not, all are subjects in need for
protection of their basic rights . Countering official narratives, La Ruta’s Annual Report of
2016 states that the abandonment of procedures is mainly due to,
“Harassment from Mexican authorities who pressure them to abandon and go back to
their countries; the fact that they witness how refugee status is denied to a lot of people
in similar conditions to theirs; the amount of waiting time for obtaining a decision added
to the lack of work opportunities in Tanapan and labor exploitation and discrimination
faced by those who eventually manage to get a job”

For case of asylum seekers, abandonment becomes the ultimate manifestation of temporal
power, the factual denial of asylum that, on top of everything, is blamed on the asylum
seekers themselves.

III.

Navigating the Waiting Regime: Situations, Perspectives and the
Reproduction and Reinforcement of Inequalities
“Well yeah, (waiting) times are long, but they are long for everyone”
COMAR officer interviewed in 2019

The claim that experiences of waiting are similar, or even equal, for all asylum seekers has
been one of the central grounds of official discourses, as the quote above shows. This has
pervasive effects on policy responses, for it assumes that the possibilities of enduring waiting
and temporal uncertainty are equal across nationality, class, race and age, among others and
that negative results are exclusively dependent on individuals. However, two of the most
illustrative indicators of Mexico’s asylum system ⎯ recognition and abandonment rates ⎯
seem to counter this claim.
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For the past six years, recognition rates (the number of asylum seekers who are
granted refugee status) in Mexico have oscillated around 20 percent. However, these vary
widely: almost 10 out of every 10 Venezuelans obtain refugee status, versus only 39% of
those from the Northern Triangle do. Moreover, one in every ten asylum applicants abandons
the process before it concludes, but 90% of those who abandon are Central Americans, and
only 2% Venezuelans. In terms of the length of waiting times, asylum seekers from
Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala face double the length in waiting times than
Venezuelans (Cullell and Subizar 2019).
The differences shown by these numbers cannot be understood as a result of
individual stamina or “genuine” need. This section illustrates how asylum-seeking processes
and their outcomes are profoundly impacted by capital and power differentials among the
applicants, and that the Waiting Regime is a system of selection that reproduces and
reinforces preexisting inequalities. In the Waiting Regime, probabilities of success (being
granted refugee status) and the conditions of waiting are designed to exert more pressure on
those that the system seeks to exclude: the poor, uneducated, and socially isolated.
Furthermore, in Mexico, partly due to pressure exerted by the U.S. government, Central
Americans are regarded as less deserving of protection than nationals from other countries
such as Venezuelans, or Haitians.
I use two cases, Cristina’s and Elena’s, to illustrate some of the disparities in
experiences of asylum application process within the Waiting Regime. By a detailed
exploration of their cases, this chapter aims to process-trace the possible links and sequence
of events, decision-making, and actions that led to the different observable outcomes (George
and Bennett 2004): in this case, the successful recognition as a refugee in Cristina’s case, and
Elena’s abandonment. By offering detailed narratives of Cristina and Elena’s experience I
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aim to illustrate how “a sequence of major turning points (events) and sets of situational
consequences following from them” (Abbot 1992, 64) led to the differences in results. This
reality illustrates the stratification in waiting that Schwartz (1974) posits, and the power
differentials that become evident while waiting (Bourdieu 2000). In other words, these cases
demonstrate that not everyone waits for the same amount of time, in the same conditions, is
treated the same way by officials, or has the same probabilities of a positive outcome. As
Figure 10 illustrates, the legally established process differs significantly from the actual
experiences of asylum seekers, which also show important divergences between them. The
last section of this chapter aims to shed some light into these experiences and the ways in
which diverging outcomes can be better understood.
I met both Cristina and Elena while they were on the process of requesting asylum
from the Mexican government and followed their cases. Cristina and Elena differ in their
national origins, educational levels, social capital, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Also,
their asylum processes had different outcomes. Cristina ended up being granted refugee status
while Elena did not. Years after they both started their applications, one of them has legal
permanent residency, a work permit, and full documentation to navigate life in Mexico while
the other remains undocumented, dependent on good-willed employers and vulnerable to
labor exploitation, at risk for detention and deportation, and significantly marginalized in her
day-to-day possibilities.
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Figure 10. Asylum Process Timelines

Source: Elaborated by author

Diverging outcomes are a result of the interaction between the techniques of deterrence
imposed by the Waiting Regime and the ways in which asylum seekers are able to navigate
the process. Elena and Cristina’s cases illustrate that the possibility of navigating the system
is closely related how different forms and amounts of capital allow one to cope with waiting,
temporal uncertainty, and the hardships imposed by the process. In other words, high
amounts of capital increase the possibilities of resisting the pressure to abandon exerted by
the Waiting Regime. The combination of material resources, social, cultural, and symbolic
capital determines what I call the situations of asylum seekers.
I posit that the spectrum of conditions of waiting ranges from favorable to borderline
and finally dire. While I describe them as separate categories, most cases show a mix between
conditions of one category and the other. However, a better-defined distinction seems to be
useful for analytical purposes. (1) Favorable: Legal status and valid documentation; sufficient
material resources in savings or other wealth; solid social networks; knowledge around
asylum procedures; stable employment and/or source of income; stable and adequate housing
arrangements; good health and access to healthcare. (2) Borderline: Lack of legal status and
expired documentation; insufficient income or resources; dependent on spontaneous income
or aid; precarious employment; weak social networks; unstable, informal, and precarious
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housing arrangements (including shelters, crowded rooms, hotels/hostels); limited access to
healthcare and instable health. (3) Dire: little or no economic or other resources, completely
depending on humanitarian aid; indebted; un-employed or on exploitative arrangements; no
access to healthcare or education; poor health; isolated or victim of violent/abusive
relationships.
Conditions of waiting themselves are crucial in shaping asylum process outcomes.
However, they are not sufficient to explain decision-making processes, strategic action, and
the outcomes of asylum processes. Conditions interact with the ways in which people imbue
their situations with meaning.
The sense-making processes experienced by asylum seekers are what I call
perspectives toward the Waiting Regime. As was explained before, a central part of Mexican
asylum policies lies in the construction of a rhetoric of deservingness, which divides asylum
seekers into those who “really” need and should be entitled to protection, and those who are
abusing the system or a security threat and thus non-deserving of protection. Not surprisingly,
these distinctions tend to reproduce inequalities and further marginalize those in already
precarious conditions. Furthermore, official narratives are effectively imposed and
incorporated into asylum seekers’ self-narratives. The sense-making processes of asylum
request experiences are deeply influenced by these narratives and their enactment through
state-refugee interactions.
Asylum seekers go through moments of hope where possibilities of a positive
resolution seem if not certain quite possible and where there is confidence in the process and
a belief in their purpose. There are also moments when the uncertainty, arbitrariness and
unpredictability of the process lead to outrage, frustration and anger. The constant exposure
to abusive or dismissive authorities and acknowledgment of their slight leverage in
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bureaucratic procedures leads many to resignation where the idea of waiting and temporal
uncertainty settles as that of a necessary evil, something that needs to be suffered as part of
the process and leads to more passive attitudes. Finally, in some cases, waiting becomes
meaningless and despair results in people becoming disinvested in the process.
The ways in which people make sense of what waiting means, and incorporate these
meanings into the ways they think and talk about themselves and others, influences their
decision-making processes and shapes the actions that they take throughout the process.

Cristina
Cristina is perhaps the “as good as it gets” situation of an asylum seeker. Cristina is in her
forties and in good health. She is highly educated, a lawyer, trilingual, and has many years
of work experience both in Venezuela and in other countries. She left Venezuela around 2010
because of work and was used to living abroad, changing her country of residence almost
every year. She arrived in Mexico in 2015 and obtained temporary legal residency and
permission to work because of an employment offer. As the situation in Venezuela
deteriorated, she did what she could to extend her legal status in Mexico. These extensions
were dependent on employment offers and, eventually, Cristina found herself unemployed
and without the possibility of renewing her temporary resident permit. She requested asylum
from the Mexican government in April 2017. Figure 11 illustrates Cristina’s process,
described in more detail throughout this section.

142

Figure 11. Cristina’s Asylum Process

Source: Elaborated by author
While requesting asylum had never been in Cristina’s plan, she was an asylum expert. She
had worked as an asylum lawyer for the past ten years, and at least for one year in Mexico,
so she was familiar with international and Mexican asylum laws and procedures. Her work
had led her to notice that asylum processes were taking longer than usual, but the reality she
ended up facing went well beyond any of her expectations:
“Well, when my asylum application was accepted (for review) my rational mind said:
this may take three or four months, at most. So, I will be able to overlap one status
(temporary work permit) with another and I will not be irregular (undocumented) at
any moment. But then the earthquake happened and COMAR went into time-frame
suspension. Also, my procedure was very irregular. Or maybe it is because I knew a
lot and I noticed things were not working, so I went to follow-up as much as I could”
Interview with Cristina, 2019

As the quote illustrates, Cristina’s expertise proved to be a double-edged sword during her
asylum process. On the one hand, she knew how things were supposed to work, which gave
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her certain advantage when interacting with COMAR officials and other Mexican authorities.
She knew the correct terminology and did not require much guidance through the process.
On the other, her knowledge of the legal procedures made the disparities between the formal
and the real even more evident and outraging, leading her to despair and constant frustration.
The extensions of waiting periods, the lack of clarity in COMAR’s processes, as well
as the quotidian abuses of power that she experienced and witnessed were all too evident for
her. She demanded things to be done “the right way” and was vocal in her demands for
information, as well as her complaints against mistreatment by Mexican officials. Once,
when she went to COMAR’s office for her proof of asylum-seeking process, she was given
a single photocopy by the officer in charge. Photocopies were not valid documents, and she
knew that. She told the officer that she had to get two original hard copies, one for her and
one for her mother (who was her dependent on the asylum application).
She explained to me, “when applicants have a dependent, they get their own copy and
another that includes a -01, as in dependent number one”. The officer tried to get rid of her,
telling her she could just go across the street and get a photocopy for her mother. Cristina
said “no, the rules say that we should get two copies also because my mom is an adult and
should have her own paperwork”. She recalls that the officer gave her an angry stare, like
saying “on top of that she feels entitled” got up and went inside the office to look for her
paperwork. The migration officer echoed the guards in Kafka’s The Trial, who tell K “you
just can’t accept your situation; you seem bent on annoying us unnecessarily, although we’re
probably the human beings closest to you now.” Cristina stayed at COMAR’s office for hours
until she got the original hard copy, not without complaining about,
“This sort of like patronizing, you know, a way of treating asylum seekers and
refugees…Because migration officers can treat you wrong but if you follow the
procedures and pay, the treatment is different. Maybe it is because COMAR’s processes
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are free, but also the image of refugees, this stereotype of a refugee as someone helpless,
poor, in need of assistance. It was not about being entitled; it is about obeying the law”.
Interview with Cristina, 2019

This interaction illustrates how Cristina encountered and contested the rhetoric of
deservingness, as illustrated when she states that “It was not about being entitled, it is about
obeying the law”. However, asking the State to comply with the law was perceived by
COMAR officials as a transgressive display of entitlement. Cristina, as informed and
respectful of the law as she was, was constantly considered too demanding or entitled, and
she felt pushed to adhere to the behaviors expected of “authentic refugees”, something that
was not only exhausting but even humiliating for her.
On the other hand, her experience and expertise had made the shift from being an
expert asylum lawyer to becoming an asylum seeker particularly difficult. In fact, she said
that it was “very hard, psychologically, to make the decision to request asylum and go start
the process from the other side”. She recalls that the day they submitted their application,
Cristina’s mom told her “who would have thought that one day we would end up being
‘refugiaditas’ (little refugees) All the time that you have worked on these issues…” Cristina
told her to “stop, do not get into that because I am going to start crying. No one wants to be
a refugee or go through these experiences”. Referring to refugees as little refugees is a display
of the conception of refugees as childlike, infantilizing those in need for protection and
regarding them as helpless, passive individuals seeking the State’s protection; a key trope of
the rhetoric of deservingness described previously. Cristina and her mom seemed to have
internalized that narrative, requesting international protection, something they had the right
to do, was experienced as a sort of personal failure. However, Cristina struggled with this
imposed passivity expected of asylum applicants and the active exercise of rights. She
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struggled with a constant tension between two opposing roles, the one that was expected by
the Waiting Regime as a system, and the one that she knew was right, legally and in terms of
human rights.
The law was not just Cristina’s profession, but also a way of life. However, several
months into her application, when as her asylum request seemed not to move forward, she
found herself suddenly without legal status, a situation she had explicitly intended to avoid.
Cristina remembers,
“So, what happened is that by the end of 2017 the document that certified me as an
asylum seeker expired. My temporal work-permit also expired and could not be renewed
because they (COMAR) were in total chaos. They would not refer me to migration
authorities to get a humanitarian visa, and my passport was expired. So, from one day to
the next, like French people say, je suis devenue une sans papiers45. And I said: How
they fuck did I end up like this.”
Interview with Cristina, 2019

The arbitrariness of refugee procedures in Mexico had suddenly left her without papers,
trapped in a situation where any possible movement depended on a Mexican authority. While
waiting for COMAR’s decision on her asylum process, the certificate that stated that she was
an asylum seeker also expired, evidencing that her application had extended more than
legally established. This meant that, while waiting for her asylum claim she also had to wait
for the COMAR to renew her certificate, or to be referred to migratory authorities to get a
humanitarian visa, which was granted to asylum seekers while they waited. One thing
depended on the other, and she was trapped in a bureaucratic loop where in order to get a
certificate she needed another document which in turn required another document, and so
forth. Her process had been plagued with irregularities, which she was entirely aware of and
which she signaled and attempted, unsuccessfully, to sort out through constant interaction

45

I became undocumented, without papers.
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with State representatives. The Waiting Regime had turned Cristina’s asylum process into
one that even an experienced asylum lawyer could not understand, predict, and navigate.
Cristina became desperate; she needed to get some sort of document that would allow
her to continue with her life. Repeatedly she hit a wall, receiving no replies, dismissive
responses, and conflicting or confusing information. In a moment of desperation, she decided
to hire a lawyer and sue the COMAR. Access to legal representation has been found to be
one of the main predictors of successful asylum recognition around the world (FitzGerald
2019). Cristina’s situation allowed her to not only to better withstand the pressure exerted by
the Waiting Regime but to counter pressure the government as well. Four months after filling
the legal claim against the COMAR she was granted refugee status.
By that time, more than a year had gone by since the day she filed her application. As
her application evolved, Cristina experienced the emotional strain of coming to terms with
the fact of being a refugee, and moments of profound outrage, depression, exhaustion, and
uncertainty. However, Cristina knew that she had both the right to be granted refugee status
and was aware of the statistical probability of this happening, more than 98% of Venezuelans
were eventually recognized as refugees by the Mexican State. This knowledge, and her
personal belief in the importance of the law and the power of fighting for the respect of human
rights, kept her from falling into complete despair. She shares with me that she never thought
of abandoning the asylum process.
However, the process had harmed her life in many ways. Firstly, she had spent most
of her life savings. Without an official proof of income such as pay stubs, she had paid her
landlord for several months of rent upfront. In addition, she had taken care of life expenses
of her mother, brother, sister in law and nieces for almost a year, as they all waited for their
asylum process and looked for jobs in the meantime. Also, once “hyper-mobile”, in her
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words, she had been forced to reject several employment opportunities because they involved
travelling and she could not leave Mexico City to keep her asylum application active. Her
health decayed and her family relationships became strained. She had drifted apart from her
brother, due to the tensions of sharing a small living space in a context of uncertainty and
high-emotional tension. In short, her situation, which had started as favorable, had
deteriorated in many ways. In spite of this overall decay, Cristina continued the process
resigned and persistent, until she was finally granted refugee status. When I ask Cristina
about her future plans, her answer shows the effects of experiencing temporal uncertainty for
a long time, among other things in a difficulty of imagining even the most recent future,
“I think it is really hard to know. For example, in my life I had always planned ahead,
but when your life and your situation are like this, out of your reach, and things turn
out in the way they have in my case, well then comes a time when…”
Interview with Cristina, 2019

She leaves her phrase unfinished, with an evident tone of uncertainty and lack of control of
her life overall. Cristina’s case shows how, even for those facing a “best-case” scenario, the
Waiting Regime results in a wide array of costs and complications that transcend the actual
interactions between asylum seekers and the State. Her expertise as a lawyer was certainly
helpful but did not spare her form the costs imposed by waiting. Also, how the effects of and
experience of sustained bureaucratic violence translated into a sense of overall lack of control
of the present and the future, which continued even after the process ended and she was
successfully recognized as a refugee.

Elena
While Cristina is the best-case scenario in contemporary experiences of asylum in Mexico,
Elena’s case is similar to what the vast majority experience. A 44-year-old woman from El
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Salvador, Elena left El Salvador with her oldest son Mario who was 21 at the time. They left
after receiving threats of local gangs who were trying to recruit Mario. Elena left her daughter
Alison, seven, and Wilmer, her other son, 18, at her mother’s house. Elena and Mario had
started their asylum process almost immediately after their arrival at la Ruta. The shelter’s
legal team provided support and explained the right to request asylum, which gave them hope
of actually being able to start anew and have a better life for her and her children. They had
entered the country through an irregular border crossing and lacked migratory authorization
but, as long as they were in process with the COMAR, they were protected from deportation.
Figure 12 summarizes Elena’s process.
Figure 12. Elena’s Asylum Process

Source: Elaborated by author

We met in early January 2016, during one of my visits to La Ruta. Elena and I are both early
risers, and we started talking when she told me that instead of smoking a cigarette first thing
in the morning, I could go out for a run with her. It took me some days to actually gather the
strength to trade my coffee and cigarette morning combo for a run around the streets of
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Tanapan, but I eventually joined her. During those runs we did not talk much, I was always
out of breath and even though it was early, the heat in Tanapan made it hard for me to keep
up with Elena’s space. Nevertheless, back in the shelter we started having long chats while
Elena cooked breakfast; she was part of the cooking team at La Ruta.
Elena told me she had always wanted to be a nurse, but she was also a great cook so
if for some reason she couldn’t finish school in the U.S. she would open a small Salvadoran
food restaurant. I encouraged her to finish high school, telling her about some options of
continuing education in Mexico and emphasizing that while she was at La Ruta, the staff
could help her enroll and I could help her with homework and exam preparation. She said
she would consider it. By the time I left the shelter early in January 2016, Elena had enrolled
in an open high school46 program led by shelter volunteers. Before leaving I bought her a
school backpack with a notebook and she shared with me her family’s recipe for Salvadoran
pupusas, promising next time we met she would treat me to a proper Salvadoran lunch.
We exchanged numbers and remained in touch after my departure, talking almost
every week. A few days after I left, and four months after the start of their asylum process,
Elena texted me to tell me their request for asylum was denied. With the denial for protection
came the loss of migratory status. The shelter’s legal team informed Elena of the possibility
of appealing that decision, and she decided to start an appeal process. Appealing involved a
long bureaucratic process but it also entailed remaining in Mexico without a legal migratory
status, as she was no longer an asylum seeker, and thus subject to detention and deportation.

Open school systems allow students to study on their own and present exams in order to complete high school without
attending regular classes. There are tutoring sessions available for those who desire to attend, but the only requirement is to
present exams.
46
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While they waited for the decision on their appeal, Elena met someone at the shelter,
his name was Abel. Elena called me to share the story of her new relationship. Abel was
known in the shelter because he had a portable speaker and was always listening to music.
Elena liked music and found that Abel’s music made her happy so one day they started
talking, and “you know how it is, Isa, now we are juntos (together)”. She was happy and
excited but also unsure of what their future possibilities were, Abel wanted to continue the
journey north toward the United States, and Elena was waiting for the COMAR’s decision
on her asylum appeal process.
Elena’s original plan was to request asylum, and once recognized as a refugee, bring
the rest of her kids with her to Mexico. However, in March 2016 she received a message: the
gangs that had forced them to leave El Salvador had found her daughter. They had showed
up at her mother’s house asking for Mario and had told Elena’s mom that they knew that
Alison and Wilmer were staying with her. Their appearance was the first signal of a chain of
events that Elena knew too well. The next step probably involved them hurting Alison and
her grandmother and forcibly recruit Wilmer. Elena “did not think twice” and went back to
El Salvador to get Alison. She borrowed money from friends and family and the two of them
made the journey to Tanapan again. Alison started her own asylum process as soon as she
arrived in March 2016.
Two months later, Elena and Alison left the shelter but remained in Tanapan. The
UNHCR had a program that offered to pay rent and give asylum seekers a monthly stipend
while they went through the asylum process. She got the money on gift cards for the
supermarket that Alison collected and showed me when I visited them in July. Elena also
sold candy in traffic stops in Tanapan to complement her monthly income so they could
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survive and save some money for the future. Abel had left Tanapan and was now living in
northern Mexico. They were still together, in spite of the distance.
On June 2016, she sent me a message telling me Alison had chicken pox and she
needed money to get her medicines. Elena told me that, since Alison had fallen ill, she had
not been able to go out and sell candy, and she did not have enough money to make it through
the month. Elena’s situation was very desperate.
I did not hesitate to help her but sending Elena money was not easy. She had no
official identity documents and had to ask somebody to get the money transfer for her. She
gave me the name of a man, who charged her a small fee, in her words (about 25% of the
amount anyone sent her). She had to rely on these informal arrangements in order to get
money. Elena and her kids were almost fully dependent on humanitarian aid provided by the
UNHCR and the shelter, precarious jobs, and deeply reliant on informal mechanisms for dayto-day survival. Faced with any difficulty, such as her daughter falling ill, Elena was not able
to cover even the most basic needs.
Elena an I kept in touch, and I made plans to visit her in Tanapan as soon as I could.
In July 2016, I went to have lunch with them at their room in Tanapan. By then, the prolonged
waiting had begun to take a toll on Elena and her family. They were bored − Elena spent her
days “sleeping, cooking, and cleaning, over and over again”. Alison spent most of her time
looking at Elena’s phone. She did not go to school because Elena was scared of what could
happen to her. She considered Tanapan very unsafe, she told me stories of young girls who
had been kidnapped by sex traffickers and others who were harassed in the street. For Elena
and Alison, leaving the shelter had provided a sense of independence but Elena also felt
isolated and scared to leave the house. When I asked her if she still went running, she replied,
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“No, I am too skinny, if I keep losing weight I am going to disappear. The thing is I have
been worried, you see, days go by and the (asylum) process does not end” (July 2016).
Six months after filing in her asylum application, her daughter had still not received
the official notice stating that her application was accepted and in process. Such notices are
the only protection from detention and deportation for asylum seekers and are supposed to
be issued immediately upon the reception of the request by the Mexican government. The
entire asylum system was backlogged and documents confirming they had accepted
applications took months to be delivered to the asylum seekers. The lack of a document
registering her asylum application meant that, in practice, she was vulnerable to deportation.
On November 2016, Elena sent me a picture of her and her children, she told me they
were still living in the room I had visited and informed me that their appeal had been denied.
They were now about to meet their lawyers to go through their options. Elena was starting to
think of alternatives. She sent me a message saying she was considering going to the U.S.
border to turn themselves in to migration authorities in order to start the refugee process
there. She also asked me about Donald Trump, who had just been elected, “Do you think that
the president of the US will really do all the things he said to migrants? Do you think we still
have a chance to enter the U.S?”
Her already borderline conditions started becoming dire. At the same time, Elena
knew she had to wait, to do things right. Patience was something she valued, and she had
learned that being too upfront and demanding was not seen with “buenos ojos” (it was not
approved of) by other refugees, Mexicans, and COMAR authorities, so she waited patiently
and silently, in many cases. After her initial hopefulness in applying for asylum, Elena’s
years of waiting began to make her lose hope. She saw how many people’s asylum claims
were denied, how they abandoned processes and continued with their lives, and started
153

thinking whether the wait, the restrictions, the isolation, the boredom and tedium of living in
waiting were worth it. Only in 2016, 60 percent of the people who started asylum processes
in La Ruta were either denied or pressured to abandon after prolonged waiting, uncertainty
and harassment by the Mexican government.
Early in 2017, Elena told me that they have applied to obtain “medidas cautelares”,
or precautionary measures (PC). Precautionary measures are an instrument of international
human rights law that have the goal to protect people at risk of severe violations to their rights
(Bustillo Marín 2016). In the case of Elena, as other migrants and asylum seekers in Mexico,
precautionary measures are granted by the Mexican Commission for Human Rights and offer
temporary protection from deportation for asylum seekers whose claims have been denied by
the COMAR and who are in a process of appeal. These would allow Elena and her family to
move out of Tanapan without risk of being deported on the way. They were planning on
getting to Tijuana, meeting up with Abel, and staying there. The plan was to find a safer
place, somewhere where she could work and send her daughter to school, and where Alison
could continue her asylum process.
For the next two months, Elena and her family went to the local COMAR office every
Monday, as told by the authorities, to see if the cautionary measures had arrived. However,
every time they got there, they received the same answer, “come back next week”. The
interactions between Elena and Mexican state officials are a perfect example of “quotidian
stories of waiting all day only to be told to go to another office of 'go today, come tomorrow'”
that offer a “critical insight into the everyday socio-spatial constitution of power" (Secor
2007, 42).
Finally, by the beginning of April they got a scanned copy of the paperwork, just like
Cristina did in the Mexico City office. For some reason the COMAR was not sending
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originals to Tanapan. That meant that, even after they got permission to move, they could not
actually leave Tanapan until they received the original copy. Furthermore, the PCs were only
valid for one month, which was already going by. Elena decided they needed to do something
to pressure the government, so “we packed our bags and walked to the migratory detention
center. As soon as they saw us, we were detained and put in a cell”. Elena tells me that she
knew that once they were there, the COMAR would be forced to send the original paperwork.
It was a risky strategy, but it proved successful. After a week in detention, migration
authorities received the original paperwork and released them. The PCs were about to expire,
they only had two weeks left to reach Tijuana without risk of deportation.
By the end of May, Elena and her kids had made it to the north of Mexico, and they were
now living with Abel. He had a stable job and a cheap place to live, which he found through
the local Evangelical church. As soon as they arrived, Elena went to the migration office so
her daughter could continue her asylum process. She was told that, although her daughter’s
application remained active, Elena and Mario’s were now considered abandoned. Elena told
me she was made to sign a form, and told that if she had any questions, she should ask her
lawyer, who remained in Tanapan, more than 5,000 km away. She said she wanted to do
things right, but the process had become too long and complicated, things kept changing and
she was unsure of how to move forward. Elena had spent a lot of time and money in
attempting to do things right and figure out a system which seemed designed to be impossible
to decipher. Just like in Kafka’s Trial, “it’s in the nature of this judicial system that one is
condemned not only in innocence but also in ignorance” (Kafka 1925).
A few months after they had arrived in Tijuana, I went there to visit them. I met Elena
and we went to get pizza at a city’s downtown restaurant. Life seemed to have gotten better
since we last met. She had a job and her daughter attended school regularly. When I asked
155

her about her asylum application, she told me that she was still waiting to hear back from the
lawyers, but the last thing she knew was that she had signed the form where she stated that
her process was abandoned.
A year later, in June 2019, Elena and Alison were celebrating. On the one hand, Elena
had been working for a whole year in in her current job as a cleaning person in a call center
and had gotten a week off. Her employer was a nice man, she told me, who taught her basic
computer skills if she arrived earlier each morning and who said that she should learn English
so she could become the company’s receptionist later on. Also, her daughter had finally
gotten refugee status, after a three-year process. Being granted refuge meant that in case
anything went wrong, her daughter would not be sent back to El Salvador. After years, things
seemed to be settling down for Elena and her family. She and her partner had stable jobs and
a somewhat reliable source of income, a place to live in which they liked and felt safe. Elena,
however, was still deportable.
Four years after arriving in Mexico, Elena had requested asylum and appealed the
process. She had gone back to El Salvador to rescue her daughter and returned to Mexico to
continue her asylum process. They had waited for years, gone through a week of detention,
and received contradictory advice and information from the part of migration authorities. She
was pressured into signing a statement of abandonment, despite not wanting to abandon her
asylum application. Elena, however, told me she was very happy with her current situation.
She was finally living with her kids and her partner, had a good job where they treated her
well and her daughter had been granted asylum, which meant that eventually, she could help
Elena and her brother regularize their status through family reunification laws. When I last
talked to Elena, she told me that she was grateful, but also proud, “I have tried to make a
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difference”, she told me, “to distinguish myself from the other migrants who are here only to
get into trouble. I have done things right and people have been good to me in response”.
My last conversation with Elena was a vivid materialization of the pervasive power
of the Waiting Regime’s techniques. Not only had she waited for years, enduring extreme
uncertainty and without a positive result, but she had also internalized the policy’s narrative
of deservingness. Elena had been denied protection over and over, detained, harassed, and
pushed to abandon her asylum claim which turned her instantly into an irregular migrant.
Furthermore, she continued to frame her experience as one of patience, endurance and “doing
things right”. While she acknowledged her attempt to be different from those are only looking
for trouble, Elena did not explicitly state that her experience revealed an encounter with a
system that had abused her and violated her rights. The arbitrariness and irregularities that
characterized her process were assumed to be part of a broad reality, one where those in
situations of heightened vulnerability and without resources and support faced the harshest
situations and encountered a system that not only reinforced those disadvantages but profited
on them to advance its interests.
IV.

Concluding Remarks

The imposition and institutionalization of delay, waiting, temporal uncertainty and
arbitrariness that constitute the Waiting Regime have become a key component of refugee
procedures in Mexico and the world. These strategies aim to deter requests of protection by
making processes so hard to endure that many will “voluntarily” abandon requests, thus
liberating States from their obligation to grant protection to those fleeing their countries of
origin. However, the Waiting Regime has led to different outcomes and, while deterrence

157

works in some occasions and many do end up abandoning procedures, thousands of refugees
continue to wait for long periods in order to get protection.
Elena and Cristina’s cases are similar in some ways. Both are women in their forties
who left their countries of origin and could not go back. They started their asylum
applications about the same time, and waited over a year for answers, while enduring
increasing hardships as the process dragged on without a date by which they would know the
outcome.
The Waiting Regime suspended time frames, withheld information on their progress,
and expected them to wait patiently, passively, and be grateful for what actually they were
entitled to. At the same time, this process took a toll on their physical and mental health,
relationships, resources, and led to significant alterations on their life plans and expectations.
Cristina and Elena are only two cases among the tens of thousands undergoing asylum
processes in Mexico nowadays. While stories, experiences, and trajectories are amply
diverse, and no simple account can provide a comprehensive explanation that accounts for
all this diversity, Cristina’s and Elena’s are strategic analytical cases to understand asylum
processes. Comparing them allows finding similarities and distinctions that help elucidate
what made a difference in terms of observed outcomes.
This chapter illustrates how the Mexican Waiting Regime has imposed forced waiting
as techniques of control of mobility, and how this policy is experienced by asylum seekers
in Mexico. By analyzing the Waiting Regime, I show how prolonged waiting times and the
huge backlog in asylum applications, rather than a by-product of inefficient time and resource
allocation, are a deliberately enacted policy. On the one hand, it is a filtering strategy, where
enduring the wait patiently is considered as a display of real need, appreciation, and in turn
positively evaluated by the refugee protection system. Those who lose patience or fail to
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perfectly comply with the requirements imposed by the procedures are considered defectors,
and regarded as undeserving, instantly converted into a threat to national security. Secondly,
prolonged waiting has become an effective mechanism of deterrence, discouraging people
from coming, from staying, from demanding their rights.
Paradoxically, a system that in principle is based on protection has in practice become
one of the most poignant exercises of bureaucratic violence nowadays. This system imposes
very high costs on asylum seekers in multiple levels: resources, relationships, health and
employment, and in many cases leads to outcomes that are worse than the situations before
beginning the asylum process. Furthermore, these costs, hardships, and the possibilities of
enduring them, are differentially distributed and tend to overburden those who began the
process in less privileged positions. In other words, a system whose theoretical intent is to
protect those in most need, ends up disproportionately harming the most disadvantaged, who
prove to be less equipped to endure prolonged waiting times and the hardships imposed by
these.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Inhabiting the Meanwhile: Building Home, Routine and Dignified Livelihoods in Temporary
Social Worlds47

No es casual, contestó Álvaro, las ciudades de frontera alivian,
te hacen pensar que cerca hay otro mundo, no sé cómo decirlo.
Aquí llegan viajeros, perdidos, solitarios, gente que iba a otros lugares.
Y todos, Hans, se quedan. Ya te irás acostumbrando.
Lo dudo mucho, dijo Hans, yo estoy de paso. Ya te irás acostumbrando,
repitió Álvaro, yo llevo de paso aquí más de diez años.
Andrés Neuman, El viajero del siglo

It was mid-July in 2016 and the shelter was way beyond its capacity. I had been there
for two weeks and, on average, 50 people had arrived every day. After dinner, we
started getting people together for the night-reflection, guided by Pablo, one of the
volunteers. Everyone at the shelter formed a huge circle around the basketball court
and eventually, after a few minutes of shushing, silence was achieved. Pablo thanked
everyone for their help with dinner and cleaning up and reminded people not to hang
their wet clothes on the shelter’s fence, there were electrical wires going through and
there could be an accident. Also, he asked people not to take cutlery and kitchen
plates into their rooms in order to avoid the proliferation of ants and cockroaches but
also because simply there weren’t enough for everyone and we needed people to eat,
wash, and give their plates and cutlery to others who were waiting in line to get food.
He outlined the night routine for the newly arrived and wished everyone good night.
I was standing right outside of the women’s module; it was my turn to make sure
every woman and children had a place to sleep and to explain the module’s rules for
the women who had arrived throughout the day. My past experience had taught me
that this apparently simple task could take hours and involved a lot of negotiation. In
order to create a space of rest and to allow people to get a good night’s sleep, female
volunteers were supposed to collect the cellphones, and give them back to women
early the next morning. A strategy implemented after many complaints of people
talking on the phone or playing videos or music late at night This involved not only
convincing them to give them to us, but also remembering which cellphone belonged
to whom, and also charging them at night so they would be able to use them the next
day. Once the cellphone issue was taken care of, came the bed assignment. The
women’s module was a single-floor structure48 with a big room, a small hallway, and
five showers and toilets. There were 30 bunk beds and when those were full. The
floor was filled with plastic mattresses so other women could sleep there. On that
night on July 2016 not only was the entire floor filled with mattresses, but we also

47 This chapter is derived in part from an article published in the Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies on July 27th, 2020,

copyright Taylor and Francis, available online: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1798747.
48 A second floor of the women’s module was built on 2018 and finished/inaugurated on 2018.
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had to place some in the hallway in order to provide all the women with a space for
resting.
A set of priorities informed the system for bed assignment: first, people who had
arrived during the day were entitled to a bed, as it was assumed that they had just
walked, ran, and travelled for days. Also, it was a way of welcoming them and
receiving them with the best possible accommodations. Secondly, women with
children were also prioritized when assigning beds, they were asked to share a twin
bed with their children. Finally, we tried to make sure that older women or those who
were injured or had any sort of disability had a bed to sleep in.
This system of bed assignment, however, was nearly impossible to implement, as I
had learned during the last few weeks. Some women, especially the ones who had
been at the shelter for months, refused to give up their beds for those who had just
arrived. Others entered the room early without us noticing and pretended to be asleep,
so we did not ask them to move or share their space. Many argued that they were not
feeling well, that their kids had a fever, or that they had not been able to rest during
the day, which made the criteria of need very hard to evaluate and implement. For
the volunteers, bed assignment in the women’s module was a confrontation with the
almost impossible task of assessing and ranking necessity in a context of heightened
vulnerability. That night was no exception, and I faced the challenge of finding a bed
for five women who arrived that day, two of them with injured legs and feet. After
almost an hour of kindly requesting and reminding the rest of the women that we
needed to think of others’ needs and be solidary, I started to lose my patience as I
couldn’t get anyone to move or share their beds. Eventually I said something that I
would later regret deeply, “none of these beds are ours, we don’t own anything here.
In fact, all of these things belong to the shelter and we’re only staying here as guests.
So, you can’t claim ownership to a bed or a particular space, because these are all for
everyone”. Two women got up, stared at me, and walked to the hallway and lay down
on a mattress in complete silence. I asked the injured women to take their beds and
went to sleep.
Early next morning I went to the module to wake women up, return their phones, and
ask them to start the morning cleaning-up routine. Karla, a middle-aged Honduran
woman confronted me, “you have no right to tell us that this is not our home” she
continued, “this corner and that crappy bed are all I have now, so don’t you tell me
that I can’t even have that because you leave me with nothing”. Her words made me
realize how mistaken and unsensitive I had been, and what my words the night before
had failed to acknowledge. It suddenly became evident to me how sleeping
arrangements, and those bunk beds were not only spaces for sleeping and resting but
had become, for many, their only possibility of building a home, a space they could
call their own, at least during a few hours each night. As I helped clean up the module,
now I in complete silence, I noticed how these women had occupied their beds,
decorating the surrounding walls, collecting and carefully arranging their few
possessions, a magazine, a Bible, some toiletries and folding their clothes and
organizing them in the bed’s corners. I saw how as they cleaned the module, they
paid special attention to the spaces where they had spent or planned to spend the
night. These beds were in fact their homes, and I had told them to give them up as if
they meant nothing. I had asked them not only to share their homes with strangers
but had actually pushed them to move out of their homes again.
Fieldnotes 2016
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My tense encounter with Karla revealed a series of things that would become central to my
understanding of the social dynamics at La Ruta. On the one hand, it was an evident display
of the brutal dispossessions caused by displacement and the spatial and temporal entrapment
faced by those who lived in the shelter. Secondly, it showed the importance of inhabiting a
space, of momentarily claiming a corner as one’s own and taking care of it, decorating and
organizing it. Furthermore, it exposed one of the apparent contradictions in the reality faced
by contemporary asylum seekers and migrants, the fact that people actively inhabited spaces
that at the same time they considered, and wished to, be transitory. In other words, people at
La Ruta wished to be elsewhere, felt trapped in a space of transit, and planned their future to
take place outside of the shelters’ walls and in other cities or even other countries, but they
actively inhabited and engaged in the construction of place and meaningful social world
while at La Ruta.
This chapter is an exploration of this seeming contradiction. The apparent mismatch
or inconsistency between projects or imagined futures (Mische 2009) is not a display of
contradiction or irrationality but an example of the multiple temporal horizons (Mische 2009,
697) where actors are embedded. Faced with a system and a set of strategies that impose
immobility, waiting, and temporal uncertainty, people find ways to resist and actively
construct a meaningful social world. This process takes place through interaction in particular
spaces, and among specific actors, institutions and organizations which in this case involve
migrants and asylum seekers at La Ruta and the staff and team of volunteers who work there.
I call this process Inhabiting the Meanwhile and illustrate it through an analysis of diverse
tactics of temporal resistance and meaningful sociality.
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Inhabiting the Meanwhile involves processes of inhabitation which take place within
particular spaces and temporal horizons. I follow Doreen Massey’s thoughts on space and
place in terms of social relations and of the interrelatedness of space and time for the analysis
of dynamic social processes (1994). Massey defines place as, “a particular articulation of
relations, a particular moment in those networks of social relations and understandings”
(1994, 5). In other words, places are what emerges from social relations and ways of
understanding the world in particular moments within particular spaces. Throughout this
chapter, I explore the particular articulations of social relations in La Ruta and Tanapan in
the past five years.
It follows that inhabiting, throughout this article, involves the active construction of
place through interaction, a process by which “space (is) filled up by people, practices,
objects, and representations” (Gieryn 2000, 465).This inhabitation takes place through a
series of tactics: subtle, every-day practices of resistance through which asylum seekers
routinely contest their restrictive present situations. They are a way in which they “escape
without leaving” (de Certeau 2011, xiii); a way in which through everyday interaction people
“calibrate multiple expectations of long-term trajectories to their immediate expectations and
often reassess and recalibrate both” (Tavory and Eliasoph 2013, 922).
Chapters One, Two, and Three focus on some of the most visible manifestations of
violence exerted by the Mexican block-and-wait system. Whether it is in the form of
detention, deportation, or the imposition of prolonged waiting times, delays, and uncertainty,
these strategies have profoundly impacted thousands of migrants and asylum seekers in
Mexico during the past decade. This chapter explores how within a macro context of
exclusion, temporal violence and uncertainty imposed by the Waiting Regime, there is a
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grounded world of strategic interaction where multiple tactical actions of resistance take
place.
In the first section, I briefly discuss what displacement entails in terms of expulsion
from the social world and not just as a physical dislocation. Expulsion also impacts migrants’
and asylum seekers’ imagined future projects and immediate actions and interactions. I
follow that brief discussion with a section on La Ruta as an organized effort to build a
temporary space of inhabitation.
Following that discussion and building upon notions of agency as a temporally
embedded social engagement (Emirbayer and Mische 1998) I explore the ways in which
asylum seekers actively inhabit spaces of waiting and spatial immobility, while holding on
to their future projects. Inhabiting the meanwhile opens up the possibility of agency within
restrictive socio-temporal contexts and allows for future-making possibilities for actors in
moments of waiting. In other words, rather than a complicit vision of future making (Tavory
and Eliasoph 2013) which, in the case of migrants and asylum seekers in La Ruta, would
involve surrendering their future projects to the temporal domination and spatial entrapment
of the block-and wait system –assuming that their future is in Tanapan– inhabiting the
meanwhile offers an example of how social actors reconcile incompatible futures through a
set of concrete tactics and practices.
Furthermore, inhabiting the meanwhile exposes the multiple layers of social and
temporal embeddedness of social actors (Mische 2009) and the ways in which they “assume
different simultaneous agentic orientations” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998:964) within a
context of temporal uncertainty, imposed waiting, and constraints to mobility. As
governments implement more restrictive policies, constraints to movement, and prolonged
moments of waiting, they recreate “subordination by producing uncertainty and
164

arbitrariness"(Auyero 2012, 19). However, in these contexts, migrants and organizations like
La Ruta, create spaces and possibilities of meaningfully inhabiting these interstices in
migratory journeys. In Section II of this chapter, I explore three main tactical components of
inhabiting the meanwhile: (1) impermanent homebuilding, (2) arranging predictability, and
(3) reestablishing viable livelihoods.
I.

Expelled from the Social: Suspended Lives and Imagined Futures

Karla, like most people at La Ruta, had been forced to leave her home and her country as a
result of poverty, inequality, and violence. For those engaged in these journeys, Arendt’s
assertion that the stateless had not only lost a home but found it impossible to find a new one
(1973) proved to be as timely and true as it was in the mid 20th century. Displacement had
deprived them of “the entire social texture into which they were born and in which they
established for themselves a distinct place in the world” (Arendt 1973, 293). However,
leaving their homes was only the beginning of a complicated migratory journey. Most people
were displaced over and over again, facing unceasing movement and chronic displacement
(as argued in Chapter Two), where being displaced became “a way of existing” (MSF 2016).
Globally, governments have enacted a strategy of rejection, expulsion, and deterrence
that enforces this continuous expulsion on refugees, asylum seekers and irregular migrants
which I have called the block-and-wait system. Following this line of thought, I posit that
asylum seekers and migrants in Mexico encounter a reality that is familiar to many more
around the globe, the fact of being systematically treated as “undesirable and placeless”
(Agier 2008, 28). In other words, refugee’s displacement, or ejection from the nation-state
leaves them bereft of state protection, expelled from belonging to any community and facing
the apparent impossibility of engaging in meaningful action (Agier 2008). They lose their
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place, the community and sense of belonging, and are categorized either as absolute passive
victims, or ruthless abusers of the system.
Contemporary scholarly work on the experience of asylum seekers, migrants and
refugees builds upon these notions of ejection and expulsion (Sassen 2014), and has offered
valuable insights on current situations of prolonged and chronic waiting (Jeffrey 2008), being
stuck (Hage 2009b), stranded (Schapendonk 2012) and resulting in millions of lives on hold,
and paused subjects (Elliot 2016), among others. Furthermore, these prolonged moments of
stasis have been connected to temporal techniques of border control (McNevin and Missbach
2018; Abad Miguélez 2018) as well as sophisticated systems of deterrence and repulsion
(FitzGerald 2019). As previous chapters show, asylum seekers in Mexico’s southern border
are no exception to this global trend and face a situation of temporal domination and spatial
entrapment.
Most people have a plan for their journey: they have temporal expectations of how
long it will take, as well as intended destinations and more or less clear routes toward them.
Some, mainly the first timers, have encountered that the route was harder than they had
imagined, that the dangers faced, as well as the physical demands of the migratory journey,
turned out to exceed any of their expectations. Others know the route and seem to be more
aware of what lies ahead. In the process of evaluating when and how to continue or
reformulate their journeys, people stay at La Ruta and, even for short periods of time, occupy
its spaces in meaningful ways.
II.

La Ruta: Temporary Space of Inhabitation

For those entering Mexico through its southern border, La Ruta is one of the first stops after
days or weeks of travelling. The shelter was the first of many Pauses that people engaged in
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as they traveled to, or attempted to reach, their intended destination. When it opened its doors
in 2011, La Ruta offered migrant ins transit a space to rest, a few hot meals, and basic
guidance on the journey through Mexico. For years, people stayed for a few days at the most,
to then continue their northbound journey. However, as time went by, people’s pauses at La
Ruta started becoming longer, stays of days turned into months and even years in some cases.
In 2014, the implementation of Programa Frontera Sur significantly impacted the conditions
of the migratory journey, as examined in Chapter One. These transformations led, among
other things, to an increasing need for Pauses (Chapter Two) and a lengthening of these
moments of immobility within migratory trajectories, partly because of the prolonged waiting
periods imposed by the bureaucratic procedures of the Waiting Regime (Chapter Three).
By early 2016, staff at La Ruta started talking about a “permanent population” in the
shelter, constituted by those who had been there for more than three months. In the summer
of 2016, La Ruta’s permanent population was slightly over 130, about 40% of the shelter’s
total population. The increasing number of people and the lengthening of the stays had led to
consistent overcrowding. It became evident that La Ruta needed to grow in size and capacity.
A majority of the permanent population were asylum seekers waiting for the resolution of
their asylum procedures, a reality echoed in the words of the shelter director who, in 2018,
told me that La Ruta was no longer a shelter but had turned into a refugee camp.
Originally, La Ruta was a plot of land surrounded by a metallic fence with a few
simple constructions. On the one hand, a large room served as a chapel, dormitory, and a
meeting space. A few meters away, a small kitchen and a concrete roof served as a space for
people to sit down for each meal. A couple of rooms with windows served as offices, and a
small cabin was built next to the main door as a security module. A vast majority of the
people who arrived were men who stayed for one or two nights and then continued their
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journey toward the United States. As more women started arriving, the construction of the
women’s module and two small rooms for the infirmary and a computer lounge followed.
Men slept wherever possible, inside the chapel, in the dining area, or the hallways. The
number of people kept increasing as time went by, and the need for workers to tend to the
population also increased, so a room for volunteers was built on top of the offices. Afterwards
came the men’s module, and then the basketball court and its tin roof, the largest protection
from the blazing sun. The next construction was the module for unaccompanied minors and
teenagers, which quickly filled out as more and more young men were forced to flee their
homes as gangs gained power. Later, a module for LGBTQI populations was built, after this
particularly vulnerable population had been sleeping in the kitchen for lack of a separate
living quarter. Finally, both the women’s module and the teen module got a second floor, in
order to increase the shelter’s capacity. In 2018, La Ruta was an impressive set of
constructions, beautifully decorated and densely populated.
Also, longer stays involved a set of different needs among the population. As transit
turned into temporary settlement for many, the needs of people staying at la Ruta also
changed. Families with children started looking for ways to enroll children in school. The
shelter’s medical module, mainly focused on curing feet, dehydration, and providing overthe-counter drugs proved insufficient when people with diabetes, HIV, hypertension, and
other chronic ailments stayed at the house and ran out of their medications. People’s scant
savings ran out and more and more needed support in finding employment in order to cover
the costs of the remainder of their migratory journeys. Also, as people stayed for longer
periods of time, the social dynamics of the shelter changed substantially. What used to be
short two-day interactions among migrants and between migrants and shelter staff became
longer-term relationships, with its positive and negative consequences.
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A central component of La Ruta’s strategies as an organization had to do with its
capacity to adapt to changing contexts and needs. As population grew and changed La Ruta
expanded in size and capacity. As needs evolved La Ruta partnered with organizations like
Doctors Without Borders, The Red Cross, and Asylum Access to expand professional
attention to those who required it. As the journey and Tanapan became more dangerous and
riskier for migrants, asylum seekers, volunteers and shelter staff, La Ruta strengthened its
efforts to provide security inside the shelter and implemented a series of strategies to promote
safety for those who had to leave the shelter for some reason. However, accompanied to these
transformations in infrastructure, visible safety protocols, and tangible alliances, La Ruta’s
practices have also participated in the creation of a space where the exclusion experienced
by those in movement to and through Mexico is actively contested.
As the next section explores in depth, since its founding, La Ruta was conceived as a
space not only for taking a break, but as a home for those displaced. Also, as the situation of
transit has become more complicated La Ruta has enacted a series of projects to offer
temporary belonging and inclusion to those expelled from the social, all of these strategies,
without requiring them to let go of their projects elsewhere. In short, La Ruta has created a
physical and symbolic space where Inhabiting the Meanwhile is rendered possible.
III.

Inhabiting the Meanwhile
En realidad, es imposible estar completamente en un lugar o irse del todo.
Los que se quedan siempre pudieron haberse ido o podrían hacerlo
en cualquier momento, y los que se han marchado quizá pudieron quedarse
o podrían volver.
Andrés Neuman, El viajero del siglo

Migrants and asylum seekers in La Ruta experienced a life riddled with contradictions. They
were physically there but wanted to be elsewhere. They imagined their futures elsewhere,
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whether this elsewhere would be the United States, or other parts of Mexico, but certainly
not in La Ruta or in Tanapan. They needed to pause, but also to keep moving (Chapters One
and Two). They wanted to remain unnoticed and escape the gaze of the Mexican border
surveillance system, but also depended on this system to claim their rights and seek protection
(Chapter Three). They wanted to leave but faced institutional and bureaucratic pressures to
stay. Their futures seemed to be suspended, dependent on the actions, omissions, and
decisions of Mexican authorities. They had left their homes in Central America, and now
inhabited temporary shared homes with strangers for indefinite periods of time. They were
poor and needed to work but had no access to viable livelihoods and were thus fully
dependent on charity and humanitarian aid. These contradictions extended to the ways in
which they related and imagined their futures. This section is an exploration of how, through
Inhabiting the Meanwhile, asylum seekers in La Ruta calibrate their long-term projects and
immediate expectations and in that process make sense of multiple possible future trajectories
(Tavory and Eliasoph 2013).
Waiting and temporal uncertainty have become prevalent conditions faced by asylum
seekers worldwide. As numbers of displaced persons increase yearly (UNHCR 2018) asylum
systems and processes have not become more welcoming or easy to navigate. In fact, the
opposite has happened, a sophisticated set of techniques organized into an “architecture of
repulsion” (FitzGerald 2019) have been implemented globally, especially in the Global
North, in order to keep most refugees from getting protection and safety and in one of the
most extreme examples of the prevalent uncertainty of late modernity (Giddens 1991; Beck
1992; Bauman 2000).
These temporal techniques of border control (McNevin and Missbach 2018) are
evident in the significant extension of waiting times for asylum processes, pervasive
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indeterminacy, and lack of clarity in regard to processes and decisions. For many, waiting
has ceased to be a temporal situation followed by settlement or resettlement and has become
a chronic condition (Jeffrey 2008) an imposed way of life for millions of people (Mountz
2011; Mountz et al. 2002; Hyndman and Giles 2011; Hogben 2006). As the previous chapter
argues, in Mexico, the asylum system has turned into a Waiting Regime, where the imposition
of temporal uncertainty and long periods of waiting has led to a large number of people stuck
(Hage 2009a) and an overall sense of lack of “temporal sovereignty” (Wajcman 2015).
The Mexican State, just like many other countries in Europe, the United States and
Australia, has enacted a “temporal hide-and-seek game, building relatively permanent
structures without making any claims about a permanent set of social relations that would
make the permanent structures necessary” (Tavory and Eliasoph 2013, 930). Interactions at
La Ruta contest this, not by promoting this to become a permanent condition, but in order to
actively construct meaningful social worlds and places of temporary belonging in a space
apparently condemned to temporariness and exclusion.
Temporal violence and uncertainty impact imagined futures and projects and have
profound effects in asylum seekers’ actions and interactions (Mische 2009; Tavory and
Eliasoph 2013; Emirbayer and Mische 1998). Future projects or images are “the primary and
fundamental meaning of action” (Schutz 1967, 67–68) and “inform social practices from the
mundane to the heroic” (Mische 2009, 695).
However, faced with the Waiting Regime, spaces like La Ruta have become active
sites of contestation, “struggle, action and political possibility” (Conlon 2011, 356) where
waiting is actively encountered, experienced and resisted. In this chapter I explore some of
the tactics enacted by individuals and collectivities in order to resist the strategies of temporal
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violence enacted by the Waiting Regime and in that way restore meaning to a social world
defined by its temporariness.
Tactics are the subtle, every-day practices of resistance through which asylum seekers
and the people who work at La Ruta (both staff members and volunteers) routinely contest
the temporal oppression of the Waiting Regime. These tactics are practiced by migrants,
asylum seekers, and members of La Ruta’s staff and team of volunteers, who collectively
create a space of resistance. They are a way in which migrants and asylum seekers “escape
without leaving” (de Certeau 2011, xiii) and through which La Ruta’s team actively foster
the conditions for this resistance. Faced with the strategies of the powerful, in this case the
Mexican State and its agents, both La Ruta as an organization, and asylum seekers tactically
inhabit temporariness and construct a meaningful social world through everyday practices.
In this section I outline three tactics (1) impermanent homebuilding, (2) arranging
predictability, and (3) reestablishing viable livelihoods.
These tactics illustrate how future making practices are diverse and multilayered
(Tavory and Eliasoph 2013). While most people’s future projects are not in La Ruta or in
Tanapan, they are able to actively engage in the forthcoming (Bourdieu 2000), orienting
themselves to the immediate future in a way that allows to resist the temporal domination
and oppression imposed by the Waiting Regime.

Building Impermanent Homes: From Spatial Entrapment to Place-Making Practices
Feeling at home, or “safe, enclosed, and protected” (Cox and Holmes 2000:67) has
traditionally been linked to rootedness, appropriation and territoriality (Seamon 1979) and
attachment (Lang 1985). How does one build a home in a situation of mobility and
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uncertainty? How does one find home in a hostile environment that pushes toward
displacement and exclusion? How does home look like in what are thought of as transitional
or temporary spaces?
In this section I describe a series of mechanisms through which migrants, asylum
seekers, and organizations like la Ruta create and enact homes in situations of displacement
and dispossession. For those in mobility, homes are themselves mobile and dynamic, and that
spaces of transit or of temporary settlement are imbued with meaning through individual and
collective practices of homemaking. Contrary to the notion of fixity, la Ruta is an example
of home occupied in mobility, one which even “if only for a time (allows those displaced) to
be anchored somewhere in social space” (Erikson 1989, 159).
As the block-and-wait regime complicates transit and forces thousands into
immobility in certain spaces, moments of pause become longer, and people are in fact
inhabiting temporary spaces such as La Ruta. However, one of the things that makes La Ruta
special, is that it has no maximum length of stay, something that is common practice among
the shelters along the route that limit stays to three nights. La Ruta is not only a home in
name49, but it has in practice become more than a shelter for many. In their mission statement
La Ruta asserts that,
Ours will not be just a house, or a shelter. It is a true home, where migrants can find
rest, cure their wounds, eat and sleep, but where they are listened to and comforted,
spiritually cared for, where they can be oriented and advised in legal terms. It is a
refuge, a space that protects them from perpetrators, whether these are criminals, or
civil authorities.
La Ruta’s mission statement, translation is mine

49 The full name of the shelter is La Ruta Home-Refuge for Migrants and Refugee Peoples.
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In the close to five years during which I visited La Ruta, I witnessed how this home and its
dwellers changed. The buildings and modules grew, spaces were repurposed, and walls were
decorated by migrants and volunteers who painted murals. Also, what had started in 2010 as
a space to offer a meal and a night’s sleep for mainly young men in transit, had evolved into
a house full of families, children, with complex dynamics and organizational strategies. La
Ruta had become what Erikson describes as a true home,
“But a true home – a place of one’s own- is an extension of the individuals who live
in it, a part of themselves. It is the outer envelope of personhood. People need
location almost as much as they need shelter, for a sense of place is one of the ways
they connect to the larger human community.” (Erikson 1989, 159)

The changes in infrastructure in La Ruta described previously were a display of the shelter’s
adaptability to the changing needs and demographics of its population. Increased
displacement, but also heightened vulnerability had made la Ruta grow in size and capacity,
but also seek to build a larger and more inviting and safer home for migrants and asylum
seekers. The people who arrived at La Ruta also changed the ways in which they inhabited
the space. Beyond its built environment, these changes in the people arriving and staying at
La Ruta’s also impacted the shelter’s dynamics and organizational practices. Similar to what
Dordick (1997) observed in her study of homelessness, in spaces occupied by populations in
situations of heightened vulnerability, “there is more to these places than their physical form,
however. Each is a social environment as well. Each survives through the give and take of
human relationships” (Dordick 1997:196).
As I saw the shelter change and grow, the constructions extend, and the stays
lengthen, I realized that I was not only witnessing a physical or demographic transformation.
It was not only about how an external reality affected a space like La Ruta, nor of how La
Ruta was a stage or context where things happened (Gieryn 2000, 466). Instead, I

174

acknowledged how La Ruta was a place in constant construction, both literally and
metaphorically. In other words, what I witnessed in the more than four years of my fieldwork
was the ways in which place was made through social processes (Giddens 1986). La Ruta’s
expansion and reorganizational strategies were a way of responding to a changing context,
designed to make it easier, or even possible, for different people and groups to feel safe and
“at home”. At the same time, by erecting new constructions and reorganizing spaces, a
process of place-making was happening, as space was “filled up by people, practices, objects,
and representations” (Gieryn 2000, 465).
For others, like Elena, home-building extended beyond the walls of La Ruta. For
those who had the possibility, leaving the shelter and renting a room in Tanapan had been a
way of asserting independence, seeking privacy, and attempting to build a home beyond the
shelter’s walls, albeit a temporal one. Elena, a Salvadoran middle-aged woman with three
kids, had left La Ruta after eight months and had enrolled in a program for asylum seekers
implemented by the UNHCR which paid for rent and provided them with a monthly stipend
for groceries and basic needs.
Elena’s room was about a ten-minute walk from the shelter, and a couple of blocks
away of the main road that leads to the city’s center. The room was part of what is called a
“cuartería”, a series of rooms which share bathrooms and are rented for short or long-term
periods through informal contracts. Available rooms were advertised by hanging cardboard
signs outside of the property and through word of mouth. Most of the tenants, when I visited
Elena, were migrants that I had met in the shelter in previous visits, people she knew before
and who were in similar situations. These cuarterías were common in Tanapan, since a lot
of people spent some time there and paying for a hotel was too expensive if one was staying
more than a couple of nights. Usually, these rooms were not furnished but, in many cases,
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old occupants left newcomers their things, crossing Mexico with a mattress or a couple of
chairs made no sense.
Figure 13. Housing Block where Elena’s room is located

Source: Photo taken by author in 2016

Leaving the shelter and renting a room in Tanapan had been a way of asserting independence,
seeking privacy, and attempting to build a home beyond the shelter’s walls, albeit a temporal
one. Nevertheless, leaving had not only resulted in a sense of independence but had also
isolated Elena and her daughter. She told me, “days go by and I don’t leave the house. I just
hang out here, cook, clean, eat, cook, clean, eat, and that’s all day everyday”. They did not
leave the house much, and she had not looked for jobs because that would entail leaving
Alison alone all day, which she did not consider safe. Elena told me that she had heard, from
other people who had left La Ruta, that Tanapan was a very unsafe place and that in many
cases, organized crime networks or even members of the same gangs that operated in
Honduras or El Salvador, would threat, harass, and rob people who lived in La Ruta. When
I asked Elena why she had decided to leave La Ruta she replied,
“I felt like it was time to leave the house, mainly for my mental health…all my
friends left, most of them got their papers. And meanwhile you see that your papers
don’t work out, that everyone leaves. It is better to be far away and do not see when
your friends leave and leave you. That was the hardest thing”
Interview with Elenta, 2016
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In July 2016, when they invited me for lunch at their house, Elena and Alison, her youngest
daughter, had been living there for almost three months. Their room was located on the top
floor, and their next-door neighbors were a Honduran and a Mexican man who slept in a
hammock and were always telling Elena that they would take care of her and her daughter.
The room was not big, but they said they felt like they had more than enough space. Also,
they had a glassless window that was both a nice thing and a bad thig, according to Elena. It
allowed light to come in and they could see the fields outside, but it also made it impossible
to prevent mosquitos from entering, and during Tanapan’s hot humid summer nights, they
were constantly bitten and woken up by hundreds of them. They had a mattress, a small
electric fan, two wooden crates used for storage, a sink, a small electric stove, two cooking
pots, and plastic cups and plates which they washed and reused as much as they could. Elena
had cooked chicken with tomato sauce, and we ate a huge chicken sandwich. Elena knew I
liked Jell-O, although I couldn’t remember when we had talked about that, so she bought an
ice bag, emptied it in the sink and prepared cherry Jell-O in small plastic cups. She said that
she had never had a fridge, but her mother had taught her how to do without one. As we were
eating and talking, Elena apologized,
“I am sorry we are eating Chinese style (sitting on the floor). We eat like this always,
because I am not going to buy chairs; I have to leave one day, soon. This fan was a
gift, the plates, everything are gifts left behind by others.”
Fieldnotes, 2016

Elena and Alison had achieved to get some privacy as they moved out, they had a room that
they could call their home and where they could have guests and establish the rules. They
even had a small portable radio where Alison listened to pop music and where Elena
sometimes found Christian music and broadcasts of religious celebrations. However, as
proud as they were to show me their home and invite me for lunch there, they also took this
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place as a short-term dwelling. The fact that they had specifically decided not to buy chairs
was an illustration of how they envisioned themselves leaving soon. Also, how they spent
their limited resources on things they absolutely needed or that they could take with them as
they moved along toward their future home, like the radio. Even the most practical objects,
like chairs, seemed to embody a contradiction of their future imagined selves, and acquiring
them would be a symbol of settlement or permanence, something that Elena and Alison
emphatically rejected in all our conversations.
The stories of Elena and Alison, as well as that of Karla and others in the shelter,
illustrate the possibility of creating home in the present without surrendering the idea of a
different future. In other words, for them, the active construction of safe, private,
independent, beautiful and clean places - as small as corner on a bunk bed or as large as a
room outside the shelter - was compatible with the idea of leaving soon in order to pursue a
long-term future project elsewhere.

Arranging Predictability in the Everyday: From Temporal Uncertainty to Agency in the
Forthcoming
As analyzed in Chapter Three, one of the effects of the imposition of prolonged waiting and
uncertainty is migrants’ and asylum seekers’ loss of “temporal sovereignty” (Wajcman 2015)
leaving them with an overall feeling of being deprived of the capacity to freely allocate their
time. Faced with the Waiting Regime, irregular migrants waiting for an opportunity to
continue their journey or regularize their status, as well as asylum seekers waiting to hear
back on their requests are deprived of the capacity to freely allocate their time. Displacement
disrupts the routines of everyday life and imposes a sense of uncertainty and lack of control
of what happens next. Temporal violence, uncertainty and the limitation of movement
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without a clearly known end impact asylum seekers’ imagined futures and projects, and have
profound effects their actions and interactions (Emirbayer and Mische 1998; Mische 2009;
Tavory and Eliasoph 2013) due to the fact that future projects or images are “the primary and
fundamental meaning of action” (Schutz 1967:67–68). Focused on enduring the present, the
possibility of imagining even the most-near future tends to be something inaccessible for
many, as all seems to be dependent on others, particularly on the Mexican State.
For asylum seekers in La Ruta, next steps are determined by whether they are granted
asylum or denied protection. The possibilities of leaving Tanapan are restricted as long as
they are “in-process”. In this “enforced idleness” (Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson 2013, 22),
they experience time as being wasted, profound boredom, tedium, and never-ending lines,
paperwork, and evasive responses.
Waiting, however, is not simply a passive state or a pause where nothing happens.
For people waiting, life happens, they meet others, establish relationships and strain others;
spend money, find temporary jobs, get sick, etc. But also, at the individual and collective
level, there are strategies to counter the apparent temporal powerlessness of waiting. People
develop routines, like Félix, a father of three who is travelling with his wife and kids, who
every morning takes a shower puts on a nice shirt, pants and clean shoes. When I ask him if
he’s going to work, he replies,
“No, but I’ve been getting up early, showering and leaving for work for so many
years that I don’t want to stop doing it. It happens that one gets used to doing nothing
and I don’t want that, so I’d rather take a shower and go out for a walk. Days are very
long here, so at least I get out and walk”
Fieldnotes, 2019

Like Felix, others resist the feeling of wasting time by scheduling activities throughout the
day. Omar, a young Honduran who began his refugee procedures three weeks before we met,
constantly asked volunteers and shelter staff for English lessons, temporary jobs. He also
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offered to help with shelter’s needs; he says he is “way too bored” that he feels like he is
“only wasting time”.
Figure 14. Schedule Provided in La Ruta’s Volunteer Training Manual

General Schedule:
7:00 General clean up **
8:00 Breakfast **
9:00 - 13:00, 16:00 -19:00: Attention in offices (legal, clothes, health module, communications,
etc)
13:00 General clean up
14:00 Lunch
16:00 -18:00 Shower time for men
18:00 General clean up
19:00 Dinner
21:00 Rest time for everyone
** These activities take place an hour later on Sundays

Source: La Ruta’s Volunteer Manual, translation is mine

Aware of these feelings of frustration, boredom, and “people going crazy because of
waiting”, the shelter has developed a predictable day-to-day full of activities where every
person in the house is involved in. As shown in Figure 14, every day at La Ruta was scheduled
from 7:00 a.m. until 9:00 p.m. General cleaning, for instance, takes place three times a day
(at 7 a.m., 1 and 6 p.m.) and a few minutes before it is time for cleaning, migrants and
refugees start getting up and organizing others for the task. The adolescents run and fight for
the nearest broom or mop and children run around picking up the garbage. Food comes right
after cleaning and requires people to form two lines on both sides of the kitchen module: on
the right side, women and children; men on the left side. Women and children are served
food before and are followed by men. Shelter volunteers and staff eat once everyone else has

180

got a plate of food. There is an organized system to wash plates after each meal which consists
of three large buckets: one with soap and two with water to rinse. Everyone is expected to
wash his/her own plates and most people follow through.
Routines were a part of La Ruta’s efforts to restore predictability into people’s lives.
However, the schedule was not only enforced by shelter staff and volunteers, but quite the
opposite. People constantly reminded the volunteers that “today is movie day”, or “you´re
already ten minutes late for the phone and internet office”.
La Ruta included migrants and asylum seekers into the routine dynamics of the
shelter. People were in charge of cleaning their own living spaces and three times a day, a
general shelter cleaning took place in which all were expected to participate. However, La
Ruta also opened up spaces for people to become more involved in the shelter’s organization.
There was a team of around ten migrants and asylum seekers in charge of the kitchen, they
received the food donations every day and decided what to cook and prepared it. Also, they
served the more than 300 plates every day and cleaned the kitchen after every meal. Meals
were cooked in a gigantic stove that needed firewood to function. Every day, volunteers for
getting the wood were needed, and a team of young men consistently raised their hands and
went out searching for wood.
The women´s module had a weekly coordinator, who was in charge of supervising
that the module was clean and of communicating any need or issue to the team of volunteers.
While the position as open to any women, it tended to rotate among those who had been
staying at La Ruta for longer. Also, the shelter had a security team, composed entirely of
migrants, who slept at the little cabin near the shelter’s door and who took care of registering
who entered and left as well as any possible security threats perceived inside or around the
shelter’s walls.
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The possibility of involvement in the shelter’s activities not only as beneficiaries, but
as active participants and organizers with decision-making power and leadership gave people
a sense of purpose, of belonging to a community of which they were a part of, and which
benefited from their participation.
Facing contexts of profound uncertainty and vulnerability, these apparently quotidian
routines allowed people to know what to expect in at least some areas of their day-to-day. In
his works around time, Pierre Bourdieu (2000) talks about the notion of the à venir, or the
forth-coming, as a way of analyzing the “mundane and immediate consequences of routinized
actions” (Jeffrey 2008). Rather than thinking about abstract and far away futures, the forthcoming becomes a way of looking at smaller actions and what they bring about; also, on
ways in which individuals may orient their actions, thoughts and expectations toward smaller,
or more realistically achievable, forth-comings. Scheduling represents an opportunity to
restore some predictability into migrants and refugees’ lives and also opens up spaces for
reclaiming their sense of having a “socially known and recognized function” (Bourdieu 2000,
222), something that displacement tends to destroy. In other words, planning, routinizing,
and scheduling the forth-coming is a tactic of resistance in contexts of temporal uncertainty.
For those at La Ruta, the future is uncertain, and thinking of the forth-coming allows to
recuperate temporal sovereignty, at least to a certain extent. Instead of being suspended,
“whilst the world around them continues to move forward” (Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson
2013, 20), by being able to participate and plan the day-to-day activities, asylum seekers in
La Ruta appropriate the à venir and cease to be passive spectators.
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Contesting Dependency: Work and the Restitution of Livelihoods
We lost our home, which means the familiarity of daily life.
We lost our occupation, which means the confidence that we are of some use to this world.
(Arendt, “We Refugees”, 2007 (1943), 264)

Work is one of the main challenges faced by irregular migrants around the world. With
globalization, barriers for goods and capital tend to erode, while labor faces more and more
“physical and symbolic borders and walls” (Villafuerte Solís and García Aguilar 2007).
Without the right to work, a lot of migrants have no option but to rely on others, depend on
charity and compassion and as a result experience a loss of autonomy. As Gündogdu argues,
“One of the less visible forms of rightlessness in refugee camps: deprivation from a
relatively durable world populated by artifacts that effectively meet refugees’ needs
and release them from dependence on compassionate others” (Gündogdu 2015, 150)

Furthermore, being able to work is not only a right but is also one of the means to guarantee
access to other rights, such as international protection. As analyzed in Chapter Three, the
Waiting Regime has implemented a series of techniques that pressure people to abandon their
asylum requests and turn them from asylum seekers into irregular migrants, which leaves
them bereft of state protection. One of the main factors behind abandonment is economic
vulnerability and uncertainty. It follows that by guaranteeing access to work and dignified
livelihoods, other rights are also promoted. Furthermore, work as a political project is one of
the strongest contestation strategies against the rhetoric of deservingness and official
narratives that portray refugees as passive, and dependent on humanitarian aid or state´s
benevolence.
In Mexico, irregular migration is an administrative fault and not a criminal offense or
violation and the right to work is guaranteed in a number of valid legal instruments, both
national and international. However, there is still a legal void in terms of the right to work of
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asylum seekers. Also, the high levels of arbitrariness in regard to the application of the law
from the part of Mexican authorities and the lack of knowledge among employers, are the
main challenges to access of the right to work in the country (Lema Matehu and Salmón
Gómez 2018). These issues translate to a reality where migrants and asylum seekers without
regular migratory status also lack work permits and are forced to find employment in
irregular and informal conditions. The restrictive access to work opportunities leads to either
labor exploitation –something that is very common among migrant populations globally– or
full dependency on humanitarian assistance.
Most of the people who were staying in La Ruta and Tanapan for longer periods were
asylum seekers waiting to hear back from the COMAR. Once an asylum seeker starts an
asylum process with the Mexican authorities, he/she is entitled to migratory status as a
temporary visitor for humanitarian reasons (TVHR). In order to obtain TVHR, the asylum
seeker has to go to a migration office and show her record of being on asylum process. She
is then given an identification card which states that she, as an asylum seeker, is now a
temporary visitor for humanitarian reasons for 90 business days (the maximum length of
processes according to the law) or until her claim is resolved, whichever happens first. TVHR
status grants the right to work in Mexico. What this means is that, in Mexican law asylum
processes do not only protect people from deportation (non-refoulement) but also grant a
temporary regular migratory status with the possibility of wage-earning job. Once the process
is over, those granted protection become permanent residents and those who are not are sent
back to their countries of origin.
In practice, however, this looks entirely different. Most asylum seekers in La Ruta
had to wait for at least three weeks in order to obtain the paperwork that certified them as
asylum seekers. What this meant was that they could not request TVHR, so they had no
184

access to work and could also be detained and deported; having no paper record that
distinguished them from irregular migrants. Once they got their certificate as asylum seekers,
they had to wait again for the TVHR, a process that tended to be shorter but was in no way
immediate. By the time they got their TVHR, a month or a month and a half had gone by and
their regular status only lasted for a couple of more months at the most. This entailed that
when they showed their paperwork to employers, they were offered only temporary
precarious jobs that involved no training and possibilities of professional work or safety,
since employers knew their legal work permit was soon to expire.
Furthermore, as asylum processes tended to extend much more that the period
established by law, their status expired and in order to continue working legally asylum
seekers had to renew their TVHR every couple of months. This entrapment in a never-ending
bureaucratic procedure was ubiquitous among la Ruta’s population. For those waiting for
more than a year, this meant going through the request-renovation bureaucratic process four
times every year.
Aware and trapped in this bureaucratic labyrinth, most migrants resort to informal
working arrangements and irregular employment. Tanapan, however, is not an easy place to
find a job. On the one hand, Tanapan is located in Mexico’s south: one of the poorest regions
of the country where employment is scarce and precarious even for Mexicans. In the state
where La Ruta is located, more than half the population lived below the poverty line between
2015 and 2018 (51.36%), out of which almost 12 per cent lived in extreme poverty. Both
these numbers are higher than the national average, 43 and 8 per cent, respectively 50. The
national unemployment rate averaged 3.7 during my fieldwork years (2015-2019), out of

50 Based on poverty measurements done by CONEVAL, available at:

https://www.coneval.org.mx/Medicion/Paginas/consulta_pobreza_municipal.aspx
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those 15 years of older and employed close to 60 (57.11%) per cent worked in the informal
sector. During the same years, unemployment rates in the southern state where la Ruta is
located were double the national average (7.2) and informality rates were on average around
10 percent higher (8.7%) 51. In Tanapan, specifically, almost 40% of the total population
experienced at least three social deprivations (education, health, social security, food and
shelter) and more than half were below the poverty line in 2015 (55.4%) 52.
In this context, migrants and asylum seekers staying at La Ruta struggle to make ends
meet as they have to cover increasing costs of migratory journeys and pay for their daily
needs as they wait to move along. As in most cases, and like most irregular migrants, they
tend to end up in low-paying jobs, enduring conditions of labor exploitation and precarious
working arrangements. A short walk along the streets of Tanapan is an evident display of the
labor precariousness of migrants and asylum seekers. Young men, women, and families from
El Salvador and Honduras sell candy at every traffic light. In local restaurants, migrant
women clean the tables and sweep the floors. The local market is full of young strong
migrants carrying wooden crates full of produce, rice, and beans. The bars along the train
tracks are said to be full of Central American women waiting tables and engaged in sex work.
Stories of exploitation, scams and abuse among were common among those who
managed to get a job. Miguel, a young man from Honduras, told me that he was hired as a
messenger boy by a local businessman. His job consisted of going to the man’s office every
morning, picking up what needed to be delivered and distribute it across town. Miguel did

51 Based on INEGI’s 2019 National Survey on Employment and Occupation (ENOE). Data available at:

https://www.inegi.org.mx/programas/enoe/15ymas/default.html?ps=Microdatos#Tabulados
52 Based on CONEVAL’s measurement of poverty at the municipal level:

https://www.coneval.org.mx/Medicion/Paginas/consulta_pobreza_municipal.aspx
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all his deliveries on foot, which meant he walked non-stop for about eight hours a day.
However, sometimes, documents or packages were addressed to people who were outside of
Tanapan, which involved not only taking some other form of transportation but also leaving
town.
The outskirts of Tanapan were not only dangerous, but also heavily surveilled by
police and migration agents. Miguel was an asylum seeker, and thus had a proof of
application which was supposed to protect him from deportation. Nevertheless, in practice,
he was constantly harassed by Mexican authorities who asked him for bribes and threatening
with deporting him because he was an “illegal”. After one of his journeys to deliver a package
to another city, he had an encounter that was particularly violent, where two police officers
stole his wallet (where his proof of asylum was) and took his clothes and shoes, leaving him
only with his underwear and socks. Miguel told me that he decided that he couldn’t continue
doing those deliveries, not only because he was scared and tired of being harassed but also
because the officers had stolen the only document that protected him from being deported, it
was too risky to leave town in those conditions. When he told his employer what had
happened, Miguel told me he did not even look at him and told him that if he wasn’t up for
the job he could leave, “he had no time to deal with cobardes debiluchos (cowards and
weaklings). Instead of complaining he should be thankful for his (the boss’s) generosity given
the situation (alluding to the fact that Miguel was a migrant)”. After that interaction, Miguel
not only lost his job, but he did not get paid for the last week of work, which his boss refused
to give to him.
Other stories like Dalia’s revealed the additional layers of exploitation and abuse
endured by women. Dalia, a mother of two, had been waiting for her asylum process at La
Ruta for close to four months when she decided to look for a job. She went to the local market
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to ask for employment opportunities and was referred to a woman who was looking for
“servicio” (a domestic worker). Dalia went to the woman’s house, where she was offered to
work as a live-in domestic worker. Dalia had asked a friend to watch for her kids at the shelter
while she worked at this woman’s house. Apparently, according to her friend (who told me
Dalia’s story), the woman had been nice at the beginning and Dalia was allowed to visit her
kids at the shelter on weekends. However, as time went by Dalia’s visits became more
sporadic until they finally stopped. After a month without visits, Dalia showed up at the
shelter saying she had quit her job, in fact, she had almost had to “salir corriendo” (run
away). Her employer did not want her to leave and had threatened to take her to migration
authorities and has also threatened with telling the authorities about Dalia’s children so they
would all be detained and sent back home; a clear situation of possible trafficking in persons.
Dalia had managed to escape the situation, thinking that she would go to the shelter, pick up
her kids and escape Tanapan, worried that the woman would come looking for her. However,
after talking to a staff member at La Ruta, Dalia decided to stay and wait for the result of her
asylum process. I met Dalia and her kids six months after her return to La Ruta, they had
been granted refugee status and were about to leave the shelter and head toward Mexico City.
A couple of years later, in 2018, I heard that they had made it all the way to the United States
and were living in New York City.
In 2015, some of the volunteers at La Ruta came up with an idea to provide an
opportunity for at least some of the migrants to earn some money without being exposed to
exploitative and abusive conditions: selling used clothes and shoes. The shelter received
clothes donations that were stored and organized into a storage space beneath the women’s
module. Every person who arrived at La Ruta would visit the clothing office after registration
where he/she would get a set of clean clothes. However, as years had gone by, clothes had
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accumulated and at times there seemed to be more than the closet could fit. In addition, some
of the donations included evening gowns, high-heeled shoes, or formal attires that were not
very practical for the people staying at the shelter.
On Sunday mornings La Ruta was surprisingly quiet. After the party every Saturday
night, people tended to sleep in until later. Also, the schedule of activities was pushed
back an hour on Sundays, which allowed migrants and volunteers to wake up an hour
later than usual. On my second week in Tanapan, I was assigned to coordinate the
Sunday sell at Tanapan’s church with Elvia, another volunteer. She and I got up earlier
than most people and headed to the closet to start preparing for the sale. Earlier that
week we had re-arranged it, finding clothes and shoes that could be sold at a yard sale.
The sale would be an opportunity for some migrants and asylum seekers to earn some
money and would promote interaction between those staying at La Ruta and the local
population. We had already packed the clothes and shoes in black plastic bags and
asked around the shelter until we found six yard-sale-volunteers, four women and two
young men. On Sunday morning, as we headed down the stairs toward the closet, we
saw the six volunteers sitting by the shelter’s entrance, already ready to leave and
waiting for us. We grabbed the plastic bags from the closet and put them in the back
of the truck, got on and went to the city center. Every Sunday morning, a group of
vendors would set their stalls outside of the church and sell a wide array of products
and services such as food, makeup, toys, hairdressing and driving lessons. The local
priest had saved us a space where we set up shop and waited for the Sunday service
to end. As people left the Church. They walked through the stalls and browsed through
the diverse offer of products offered. We got a few costumers and sold some of the
clothes, although not as many as we would have wanted.
As we headed back to the shelter, the women who had joined the selling team started
discussing possible strategies to improve the sales: “we should arrange clothes
differently, today it was a mess” said one of them. “We should bring music and a
speaker to promote our products” another one commented. While our first yard sale
had not been a huge economic success, it did do well in terms of motivation of this
small group of people.
Fieldnotes, 2016

The clothes and shoe stall continued to be mounted every Sunday for the next few years. It
was eventually more successful in terms of earnings, and it became a fundamental part of the
informal vending infrastructure that appeared and disappeared in the town’s center every
Sunday. People who worked the clothes stand were recognized by locals and greeted as they
walked in the streets on other days of the week. Some of the migrants in charge of selling
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remembered people’s taste and looked for clothing that catered to them, offering personalized
attention.
A year later, in the summer of 2016, the yearly town carnival was taking place in
Tanapan. One of the main events of these celebrations is a fair where local producers of
cheese and honey sell their products. From the shelter’s main door, we could see the local
community gathering in a nearby plot and setting up their vending kiosks. The music and
liveliness of the fair attracted those at La Ruta, who saw there a possibility of fun and
distraction from the day-to-day tedium of the shelter. Also, another group saw an opportunity
for employment: a group of young people staying in the shelter improvised a car washing
system outside of the town fair. They asked the coordinator if they could borrow some of the
cleaning supplies of the shelter and hauled buckets full of water and old t-shirts to wash the
cars of the people visiting the fair. I watched them leave and return a few hours later. They
were sweaty and wet, and said the experience had been strange. On the one hand, they had
gotten some money, and were now planning to get a couple of iced coca colas at the store.
On the other, there had some tense encounters with some locals. Two black men from
Honduras offered a man and his wife to wash their car and were told to “back off before I
call the police”. Some people had refused to pay them or had paid them less than accorded,
and the young men had felt they could not demand the complete payment because they were
scared of what people could do to them. However, others had been nice and even tipped them.
A young man told me that, “an old lady gave me her blessing as she walked by. She was
happy that we were working and not just begging for money”.
These examples offer an insight into the importance of work for people but also of
the hardships that migrants and asylum seekers face when trying to obtain viable and
independent livelihoods. By intervening in the world, work “turns nature into a habitable
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world for human beings” (Gündogdu 2015, 146) and provides stability and a sense of
belonging. Also, working created opportunities for interaction that were not based on
compassion and charity but on a more equal exchange between workers and employers. In
spite of being a shelter ran by the Catholic Church, La Ruta as a project considers compassion
and charity -traditionally core values in Catholicism- as perpetrators of dependence. La Ruta
seeks for ways in which people can break free from these cycles of dependency and passivity,
as stated in their mission statement,
Eduardo Galeano states that charity is humiliating, because it is a top-down practice,
whereas solidarity is horizontal and involves mutual respect. They (migrants,
refugees) will not be an object of our charity, but of our evangelical option of offering
our lives for them and with them.
La Ruta’s mission statement, translation is mine

However, as the examples above illustrate, in spite of La Ruta’s efforts to promote
employment, work opportunities in Tanapan were scarce, underpaid, and prone to
exploitation and abuses. Since my first visit, in 2015, the shelter coordinator told me about
the importance of creating stable and decent labor for migrants and refugees nationwide. La
Ruta’s work was structured along four axes: humanitarian relief, vulnerable groups, human
rights, and structural change. The latter’s aims included actions and strategies aimed at
advocacy, impacting legislation, pushing for inclusive agendas and policies, and promoting
dignified employment for people in mobility. As part of their political project toward
inclusion and following La Ruta’s vision of the right to a dignified, autonomous livelihood,
on April 2017, La Ruta inaugurated one of its most ambitious projects: an agroecological
farm, called Solidarity.

191

The Solidarity Farm
Early on 2019, I visited Solidarity, which had been inaugurated a few months earlier after
almost two years of work preparing the land, building a few simple structures such as a dry
latrine, a small house for the live-in workers, and an access road.
We were told to be ready at 6:00 a.m. and that we would be picked up to go to the
farm and work. It was the spring of 2019 and by 10 a.m. the sun was intense, and
temperatures could reach 35°C. If we wanted to get at least four hours of work done,
we had to start at dawn.
The farm is 15 kilometers away from the shelter in one of the ejidos (common land).
It had taken more than a year to get someone to sell them the land, Tomas told me,
he continued “it is incredible, as soon as I framed it as a project for the environment
and women’s rights, I got the money and the land. We have been asking for support
for migrants and refugees for years and we encountered silence, but when it was
about animals and the earth, suddenly people agreed to sell us the land and even gave
us animals”.
We rode the back of the pick-up truck and watched the sun come up as we rode
through jungle-like vegetation and dirt roads. Finally, when we reached the farm
gate, we got off and walked inside. My urbanity had led me to expect a small field
with some vegetables, compost and maybe a couple of chickens. Instead, what I
encountered was mind blowing. The farm had 23 hectares, a whole small mountain
where they had planted papayas and bananas. Across the mount, all sorts of
vegetables were planted and some ready to harvest. There were three coups full of
chicken and two large areas for pigs. Also, there was a horse which had been named
Waco by the farm workers, because “he acted crazy”. Luis, one of the asylum seekers
who lived and worked there, took me around in a tour that lasted almost an hour.
Our job that day was to help build a road, so me and a group of six volunteers, all
women, took picks and shovels and attempted to help Luis and Arnaldo finish the
road that connected the main area of the farm with the entrance. At 3 p.m. after
several hours of shoveling dirt and splitting large rocks, we went to the farm’s
outdoor kitchen, cooked some beans and vegetables, drank tepache53 and coffee, and
waited for our ride back to the shelter.
Fieldnotes, 2019

That day, while we drank coffee after working, Luis told me that “living in the farm can get
lonely. But life is good. I don’t save any money, because I spend it all in food for me and my
dogs.” Luis had been deported from Texas a few years ago after being in prison for almost

53 Tepache is a popular drink made from fermented pineapple.
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two years. He was sent back to Honduras where he did not spend more than a night, “I just
said hi to my people and got the hell out of there”. As soon as he reached Tanapan, he
requested asylum. He could not go back to Honduras and he knew that going back to Texas
after his deportation would be complicated. While he waited, he had looked for a job and
eventually ended up being hired as the first full-time employee of the farm. Arnaldo joined
him a few months later, “he saves all his money” Luis told me, “maybe because he has family
back in Honduras and he has to send it to them”. Arnaldo was older and was waiting to hear
back on his asylum request to bring the rest of his family with him. He is soft-spoken and
quieter than Luis, but when I ask him what his future plans are, he tells me, “I’m staying here
for now, I love this place and this job is good. I just miss my family”.
For both Luis and Arnaldo, the farm had become a possibility to “endow the world
with stability, durability, and objectivity” (Gündogdu 2015, 146). They had a stable job,
which allowed them to save, buy food and clothes and support their families. But also, they
were now part of a local community, they had become friends with the neighbors and were
now greeted as they walked past the local shops. However, neither one of them intended to
stay in the farm in the long run. Arnaldo planned to reach a northern city in Mexico where
he had friends, and where he would get several jobs in order to send more money back to
Honduras and Luis did not know what the next step was. In one of our conversations he asked
me about life in Mexico City, hinting at the possibility of heading there eventually. Once
back in the shelter I interviewed Sandra, the project coordinator of the farm. She told me that
the idea of the farm emerged,
From the evident need for employment opportunities among the people staying at
the shelter. The idea started being discussed in 2015, but by then the population was
still more in transit, we had very few asylum seekers and the processes were faster,
three months at the most. At that moment, the farm was thought of as a way to
provide food sustainability for the house, but it did not seem as urgent. After that,
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the permanent population of the shelter, and in Tanapan, started growing
exponentially. That is when we started focusing on this project. The idea is to help
cover the shelter’s food needs, but also to provide decent work opportunities for at
least some people.
Interview with Sandra, 2019

At the moment of our conversation, the farm had two full-time live-in employees: Luis and
Arnaldo, and in certain seasons provided daily jobs for people who stayed at La Ruta. So far,
there had been groups of men, of women, of LGBTQ migrants, and of teenagers who spent
days working at the farm. The plan was that by that summer the farm would offer 200 pesos
(10 USD) a day for those interested. This day-wage was double the average wage in the area.
The Solidarity Farm had been preceded by extensive research from the part of La Ruta’s
structural change area. On the one hand, they had inquired about local working conditions
(wages, responsibilities, hours, hiring practices, etc.) On the other, staff had to learn about
local farming and harvesting practices, seasonal crops, and agricultural techniques. As Tomas
told me, “none of us are agriculture workers or farmers, we had to learn even the most basic
things”. One of the unexpected challenges that they have faced, according to Sandra, is that
even migrants and asylum seekers with a lot of experience in agriculture have found it
challenging to work in Tanapan,
The weather and the land are different. People are not from here and they had to learn
cycles, land types…this has been one of the main challenges for the workers.
Interview with Sandra, 2019

Local campesinos have been a crucial source of support and information, as expert advisors
but also as mentors for newly arrived workers. Sandra states that this unexpected challenge
has brought the community together, while sharing traditional knowledge and has become a
source of employment for locals as well, “we hire them and pay them for sharing their
knowledge”. Local construction workers were hired to build the few structures of the farm
and a local vet visits the farm once a month to check on the animals. The Solidarity Farm has
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also become a site for sharing and celebrating. Since its opening in 2017, the farm has hosted
annual meals where locals and migrants cook traditional dishes and share them with the
community. Also, on Mother’s Day and Christmas, people from nearby communities were
invited to celebrations where meals were prepared by migrants and asylum seekers with
ingredients directly harvested in the farm. As Sandra concludes, “it’s become a beautiful
relationship, between the people from the community and those who work here. The
community seems to really like the project, they are interested in visiting and getting to know
the farm”.
The Solidarity Farm has become a source of pride for the shelter workers and the
population, as well as a site for curiosity and cooperation with the local community.
Nevertheless, in terms of providing stable and well-paid employment, the farm continues to
struggle. To date, the farm is almost exclusively dependent on external financial support and
donations. When these are lacking, employment cannot be offered, and the farm relies almost
exclusively on voluntary work. The idea is that once the farm produces at its full capacity, it
can be self-sustaining, but until then, it will be dependent on people’s goodwill and funding
from large agencies.
In a context of mobility and stagnation, the Solidarity Farm is a strategy to provide
sustainability but also an opportunity of dignified work and social engagement with the local
community for asylum seekers and irregular migrants. While people at La Ruta were free to
leave the shelter and interact with the local population, they were remarkably “socially
confined” (Dordick 1997, 149). Working in the farm, hosting events there, and engaging with
local campesinos and other members of the community had turned them from outcasts into
co-workers, neighbors, and even friends.
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However, this strategy to address the social confinement experienced by migrants and
refugees in the system through promoting spaces of encounter and belonging did not intend
to promote settlement in Tanapan. As a member of the shelter staff told me, “we would never
think of pressuring people to stay. We do not think that people intend to stay here. That is
clear to us; people live from one day to the next”. The Solidarity Farm, as a project, in an
ambitious one in terms of not only sustainability, scope, and the promotion of dignified
working conditions but also as a space where the boundaries of belonging and future making
are contested. While working at the farm, asylum seekers can participate in productive
activities and meaningfully contribute to the community’s dynamics, at the same time, they
continue to have the United States as their long-term future project.
IV.

Concluding Remarks

Confronted by systems built for deterrence, asylum seekers globally face increasingly harder
situations, longer processes and waiting times, and higher degrees of general uncertainty on
what their situation is and will turn out to be (FitzGerald 2019). The Mexican Asylum System
is no exception in this global trend. The policies enacted by the Mexican and U.S.
governments are a display of the contemporary global constellation of mobility (Cresswell
2010), one that fosters the movement of some while blocking it for most, and one that values
quick-paced movement in some instances and imposes delay, prolonged waiting, and
pervasive uncertainty in other occasions. As this chapter illustrates, one of these uncertainties
is experienced in the possibility of imagining a future and doing things in order to fulfill
future projects and goals.
Thousands of Central Americans face a situation of spatial entrapment and temporal
domination as they wait for the resolution of their asylum claims in Mexico’s southern
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border. Their future seems to be suspended, dependent on the actions, omissions, and
decisions of Mexican authorities. Furthermore, they imagine their futures elsewhere, whether
this elsewhere is the United States, or other parts of Mexico, but certainly not in La Ruta or
in Tanapan.
Nevertheless, throughout this chapter, I have shown that while staying at La Ruta,
asylum seekers also actively construct meaningful immediate futures, in a process I call
inhabiting the meanwhile. By inhabiting the meanwhile, asylum seekers challenge the
notions of being “wandering and waiting beings (who) no longer have anything but their bare
lives” (Agier 2008:49) and who exist “outside of place, outside of time” (Agier 2008: 47).
Instead, they are social actors who engage in concrete practices through which they transform
a waiting space into place and resist temporal subordination.
By Inhabiting the Meanwhile, people are able to make sense of their current situation,
and engage in activities that restore predictability, control, and belonging of the near future
without letting go of their long-term future projects. Throughout these pages, I outlined how
asylum seekers inhabit the meanwhile in three ways: (1) the active construction of place
through home-making practices, (2) arranging predictability by establishing agency in the
forthcoming, and (3) contesting dependency through work. Furthermore, by Inhabiting
Mobility, people are able to make sense of their current situation, and engage in activities that
restore predictability, control, and belonging of the near future without letting go of their
long-term future projects.
Far from irrationality or contradiction, the choices made in this meanwhile are not
disjointed from future projects but rather a display of the multiplicity of futures or temporal
orientations in migrants’ and asylum seekers’ experiences. Within temporal landscapes
(Tavory and Eliasoph 2013) of prolonged waiting and temporal uncertainty, asylum seekers
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actively engage in action that shapes immediate futures by Inhabiting the Meanwhile. At the
same time, they are able to calibrate these immediate futures and their long-term future
projects through action and interaction in spaces like La Ruta.
La Ruta, is an example of the ways in which what is physically lacking can be, albeit
quite imperfectly, socially constructed. (Dordick 1997, 196). Those who stay at La Ruta are
no longer impossible subjects (Ngai 2014), but members of a community, with the possibility
of working, living, and participating. This chapter is an example of how within a macro
context of exclusion, temporal violence and apparent de-subjectivation, there is a world of
interaction and tactical action. In other words, the temporal landscape of waiting, suspended
lives, is contested through tactics that actively build meaning in suspension, belonging in
exclusion, home in homelessness, and routine in temporal uncertainty.
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CONCLUSIONS
That night I drank the Golden tea and did not cough in my sleep. I dreamed of a long train
of migrants walking from one end of the earth to another, far beyond the ruins of what had
once been home. They walked through deserts and barren plains and strangling wetlands
where wide ribbons of inedible algae, brighter than the Persian sky, wrapped around their
ankles. They walked dragging their banners behind, clothed in the fabric of lamentations,
seeking the extended hand of humankind, shelter where none was offered. They walked
where wealth was shuttered within works of architectural mastery, immense boulders
encasing modern huts ingeniously obscured by dense indigenous vegetation. The air within
was dry, yet all doors, windows and wells were hermetically sealed as if in anticipation of
their coming.
Patti Smith, Year of the Monkey

Throughout this dissertation, I have analyzed the experiences of migrants and asylum seekers
in contemporary Mexico. I focused on the interaction between restrictive policies, conditions
of structural vulnerability, networks of protection and resistance, and individual tactics and
strategies to navigate these contexts. My argument is developed in three analytical steps.
First, I have argued that migratory policies – the block-and-wait system– designed to
inhibit movement across borders and though Mexico have put migrants in harm’s way and
have led to an increase in danger and risk during their journeys. Built upon notions of crisis
and emergency, these policies have evidenced Mexico’s involvement in a regional system of
border enforcement and contributed to the systematic violation of international and national
legal frameworks and human rights along the Central America – Mexico – U.S. Corridor.
Second, as described in Chapter Three, policies to deter and deny asylum to those
fleeing life-threatening situations –the Waiting Regime– have resulted in prolonged periods
of waiting that have exponentially harmed those who face situations of more vulnerability
from the start. By comparing the experiences of Cristina and Elena, I illustrated how The
Waiting Regime took a toll on their lives, impacting their health, relationships, resources, and
how they envisioned and planned for their future. Furthermore, taking their cases as part of
a spectrum, I argued that while every asylum seeker is impacted by suspension of time
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frames, temporal uncertainty, withholding of information on processes and prolonged
waiting, the waiting regime is easier to navigate and endure for those with more capital. In
short, I showed how, a system that was created to protect the most vulnerable has resulted in
one that disproportionately harms the most disadvantaged and increases vulnerability for all.
Third, migrants and asylum seekers constantly interact, strategize, and inhabit spaces
of journeying. In these spaces, migrants Pause and participate and benefit from a hub of
knowledge, expertise, care and protection that fosters their social capital contributing to
easier and safer journeys. Also, as they wait for the Mexican government to either deny or
grant them refugee status –with the protections and rights associated to this legal category–
asylum seekers find ways of inhabiting the meanwhile. Through certain tactics, they counter
uncertainty, build momentary homes, imprint apparently quotidian and meaningless
circumstances with meaning, and participate in a temporary social world.

I.

Ethnography, Time, and Migration

Built upon close to four years of ethnographic fieldwork, this dissertation sheds light on how
policies and social structures impact the experiences, interactions, and actions of migrants
and asylum seekers in Mexico. As policies have changed, migrants’ journeys have become
harder, costlier and longer, including prolonged moments of waiting. As I closely observed
the dynamics at La Ruta, I was able to notice the extension in length of the stays, and what
happened in these longer stays.
By focusing on the grounded interactions, ethnographic fieldwork exposed not only
changes but also things that remained stable and patterned. While policies changed, it was
clear that the strategies enacted by migrants, asylum seekers and the shelter staff also
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changed. Migrants are structural victims of policies designed to block their movement, push
them away from networks of protection, and deny them asylum. However, they also showed
a great amount of creativity and resilience, both at an individual and collective level.
Throughout this dissertation, I have unpacked this two-way relationship between policies and
strategies of resistance.
Ethnography enabled me to gather a vast amount of detailed data on how these spaces
of journey, temporary settlement, pause and inhabitation look and feel, and how they are
created and sustained in interaction. Furthermore, by engaging in long term ethnographic
fieldwork in the same site, ethnography enabled me to witness how the social reality changed
year by year. The analytical categories developed from this data, however, remained relevant
as time went by and certain dynamics changed. In other words, the importance of exploring
the intersection between time and power, time and inequality, techniques of mobility control,
and the strategical responses to these, remained central to understanding the social world in
La Ruta and Tanapan. This remained true as migratory flows changed in number and
demographic characteristics, as different policies were enacted and even as the shelter and
town changed between 2014 and 2019.
II.

Further Lines of Inquiry

This dissertation contributes to recent shifts in studies that seek to include time as a central
theoretical concept to understand the experiences, processes and dynamics behind migratory
movements (Cwerner 2001, 2004; Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson 2013; Wang 2020). As I
developed the chapters and delved into the analysis of the intersections of time and power,
time and inequality, and time and tactics of social resistance, it became evident that there are
many areas of sociological inquiry that could benefit from a thorough analysis of time. I focus
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on three possible lines of inquiry that can be strengthened by incorporating the insights of
the sociology of time. First, gender studies, both in general and those that focus on the
gendered nature of migration. Second, examinations on collective action and social
movements. Third, contemporary work on human rights, especially human rights in contexts
of migration.

Gender and Migration
As I explored in Chapter Three: The Waiting Regime, the impacts of the imposition of
waiting as a technique of submission and domination are differentially experienced. Waiting
imposes a series of costs –financial, social, and emotional– even to those in the most
privileged situations. However, the possibilities of enduing and successfully navigating
moments of waiting does differ depending to the amount of capital –economic, cultural, and
social– that people possess. For those with larger amounts of capital, like Cristina, waiting
and uncertainty can be better navigated. For Elena, on the other hand, an overall lack of
capital led to long-term effects of waiting that could further accentuate prior situations of
vulnerability. While I pointed at the effect of inequality in the different experiences of
waiting, I did not analyze the intersection between time and gender as an axis of inequality.
For migrant men and women, gender shapes the “quotidian interaction with political
and economic structures” (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2003:9) both in spaces of origin, transit, and
settlement. A gendered analysis of social time and its experience can reveal unanalyzed
components and patterns of social dynamics, such as migration. The questions that this line
of work could explore range from the phenomenological experience of time and how it is
gendered, to policy decisions and implementations and their gender component, to more
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structural ones such as how differential access to certain resources and inequality along
gender lines impact the experience of time. Following the work done in this dissertation, for
example, how does gender impact waiting, pausing and inhabiting the meanwhile?
Recently, some scholars have begun exploring the intersection between gender and
time in the experiences of migrants and refugees. In his analysis on models of masculinity
and adult life outcomes among young immigrants, Smith finds that mobility and gang
masculinity are “premised on different conceptions of social time with different socially
expected durations, habits, and life steps, and which sync differently with the immigrant
family bargain, and harm/help mobility” (Smith forthcoming). Researching the experiences
of asylum seekers, refugees and migrants worldwide from a feminist perspective, Hyndman
and Giles (2011) argue that mobility and immobility are gendered. Those on the move –
migrants and asylum seekers outside of refugee camps– are labelled as masculine and framed
within discourses of masculinity, agency and as a threat to national security. In contrast,
refugees in situations of protracted waiting and who live in camps for years or decades are
feminized, considered passive dependents, and a harm to the welfare state. A third example,
based on the study of asylum seekers in reception centers in Italy and Greece (Demarchi and
Lenehan 2019) explores how prolonged waiting increases previous vulnerabilities, some of
them gender-specific. Also, this study shows how waiting impacts asylum seekers’ future
aspirations and how this impact is mediated by gender norms and expectations. As illustrated
by these works, scholarship on migration and on gender could be strengthened by the
exploration of the intersections and articulations of time and gender.
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Time in Collective Action and Social Movements
Social movements are “conscious, concerted, and sustained efforts by ordinary people to
change some aspect of their society by using extra-institutional means” (Goodwin and Jasper
2015:3). In other words, they can be thought of as conscious and organized collective action
that seeks to transform the future. But, “who shapes the future with what means, how and
why?” (Schulz 2016). As a recent call for papers for an issue on “Negotiating the Future in
Social Movements: Imagination, Possibility, Plans” in the Social Movement Studies Journal
posits, little work in social movements research has studies orientations toward the future,
where they come from and what are their implications.
A temporal analysis of collective action may involve exploring how does the future
orient collective action (Schutz 1967), but also how does the experience of the past –
grievances, experiences, organizational background, among others–motivate or hinder
organized collective action. As this dissertation examined, temporal orientations affect
action, both individually and collective. Like the block-and-wait system and its impacts of
migration, a temporal approach to social movements allows to explore if there are temporal
techniques of domination, repression, or demobilization and how these affect the evolution
of social movements. These could contribute to conversations on who participates on social
movements and who does not (Zhelnina 2020) as well as on how hope on the power of
mobilization can be sustained even in contexts where its achievement is uncertain.
Furthermore, an analysis of strategies and tactics within uncertain spatial-temporal contexts
can shed light on organizing and protesting in restrictive contexts. Finally, social movement
approaches that incorporate time into the analysis can better explore interaction, strategic
action, strategic interaction sequences (Jabola-Carolus et al. 2018) and how places, goals,
tactics and players redefine each other as they interact though time (Jasper 2015).
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Human Rights and Time
Among migrants, internally displaced persons, asylum seekers and refugees, human rights
violations are common. This reality has been widely studied and denounced both by scholars,
activists, and international organizations (Amnesty International 2020). However, most work
has focused on violations that are most visible and tangible. A temporal approach to
migration can uncover other ways in which human rights are systematically violated. By
focusing on the deliberate imposition of prolonged waiting times and uncertainty, states
around the world exercise techniques of submission and domination (Auyero 2012) that in
many cases also fail to recognize and respect human rights.
Recent work has exposed how the establishment of waiting zones for migrants and
refugees “constitute and, moreover, legitimizes illiberal rule” (Basaran 2011:64). These
“spaces of exception” (Agamben 2005) leave millions bereft of protection and occupying
spaces where even the most basic rights are unavailable. Uncertainty, indefinite detention,
and protracted waiting have become critical to immigration and asylum systems worldwide
(Griffiths et al. 2013). This system “governs through uncertainty, producing insecure subjects
who do not belong (Bosworth 2014) and are, therefore, deportable (De Genova 2002) (De
Genova, 2002)” (Turnbull 2016:67).
Chapters One and Three of this dissertation contribute to these conversations by
exploring how through temporal techniques of border control and bureaucratic violence, the
rights to protection, and the guiding principle of asylum –non-refoulement– are
systematically violated. In other words, by indeterminately extending waiting times,
uncertainty, and deliberately withholding information to asylum seekers, the Mexican
government –as many others in the Global North– deny protection, return refugees to the
places they fled, and leave many in situations of increased vulnerability. However, much
205

work is left on the exploration of how, hidden behind narratives of hyper legalism and further
legitimated by discourses on crisis and emergency, States continue to implement and enforce
policies that violate human rights both by commission and by omission. Foregrounding the
temporal dimension of mobility experiences allows to detect additional effects of policies,
unintended consequences of their implementation, and the short and long-term effects of
restrictions to mobility and denial of protection.
III.

Epilogue

I first visited La Ruta in the summer of 2015, more than five years ago. Now, as I write the
final words of this project, the COVID-19 pandemic has become the most recent display of
inequality, exposure, fragility, uncertainty and vulnerability that constitutes today’s
experience in the world. As the pandemic evolved and Mexico was slow to react, I received
a text from Elena, asking me how I was coping with the crisis, if I felt sick or healthy, and if
I was by myself or had a support system. Later, Sofía contacted me via Facebook and told
me she was scared, she was locked inside the small room she rented in Mexico City and was
terrified of going outside. Her birthday had been the day before, and she spent it by herself,
indoors and in what she told me was almost panic.
Like Elena and many others, Sofía faced the decision of staying indoors and
protected, but losing their jobs and livelihood, mainly dependent on informal employment
arrangements and daily wages received in cash. Or going to work and risk getting sick, which
entailed a risk of needing medical attention (ranging from basic medicines to hospitalization)
and having no access to these services. Since late April, La Ruta closed its doors to
newcomers in order to protect those that were already there.
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Once again, the notion of crisis lies behind a global experience –this time a pandemic–
and has shaped a series of responses from governments across the world. Facing an
emergency that is only partly sanitary or medical, states have responded with increasingly
restrictive migratory and asylum policies as well as intensive surveillance systems. A
common reaction to the global spread of COVID-19 has been the closure of borders, the
restriction of visas and regular migration, the suspension of asylum systems and the
instauration of techniques such as fast-track deportations.
The current situation and its responses resonate with the implementation of the blockand-wait system as a response to migratory crisis. This similarity, however, transcends the
restrictive turn in terms of international and internal movement of people. COVID-19– just
like the “Unaccompanied Minors Crisis”, the exponential rise in asylum requests, and the
Migrant Caravans– has exposed the profound inequalities, situations of vulnerability,
profound gender violence, weak networks of social security and protection, and lack of access
to basic services faced by millions.
As the virus crossed borders and arrived at new destinations every day, people got
sick and had no access to health care; hospitals were collapsed but privileged those who had
insurance or could pay for higher tariffs for medical attention; some were able to stay home
and avoid exposure while others had to work long shifts to provide food, medical attention,
protection, and other services to those of us privileged enough to stay indoors. These
inequities had fatal consequences, poor people of color were disproportionately impacted by
the virus and many lost their lives. Furthermore, just like the block-and-wait system, the
pandemic can be expected to have long-term consequences for societies as a whole, and,
again have a stronger impact in those who already faced dire situations to begin with.
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The crisis will have a long-lasting economic impact, evident today in soaring rates of
unemployment, that will most likely affect all and overly those with precarious working
arrangements. The fear of the virus has already triggered racist and xenophobic responses –
especially toward people from Asian descent– that blame and stigmatize those who are
deemed responsible for “bringing” or “exporting” the virus. Instances of gender and domestic
violence have increased substantially (ONU Mujeres 2020; UNDP 2020) and have uncovered
profound and systemic gender inequalities that many have argued were already behind us.
For migrants and asylum seekers around the world, COVID-19 and the interventions
that have followed will probably complicate things even further. Economic crisis in origin
countries will lead to higher rates of outmigration, while economic crisis in countries of
destination will make finding a job harder, and lower wages and working conditions.
Remittances around the world have already seen a significant drop, which reflects only one
part of this situation. The World Bank has predicted that they will fall in 20%, the “sharpest
decline in recent history” (World Bank 2020). Also, the closure of borders and the increase
in restrictions to enter countries –as well as the suspension of asylum systems– will leave
many trapped in border zones and has already been seen to strengthen the criminal industries
tied to migration, particularly smuggling and trafficking networks.
At the same time, the networks of protection have been impacted by the crisis.
Funding is scarce, voluntary work has seen a decline due to stay at home order and fear of
contagion, and access to some of the most basic services that was already hard before the
pandemic has become nearly impossible. La Ruta, just like many other migrant shelters in
the world, has closed its doors limiting its services to those who arrived before the pandemic
hit Frontera.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has also rendered time noticeable and the experience of
time problematic for most people around the world. Craig Calhoun argues that critical
situations are those in which emphasis is placed on “unpredictability, abnormality, and
brevity” (2013:55). While it is certainly unpredictable and abnormal, the pandemic does not
seem to be characterized for its brevity. Quite the opposite, we’ve seen the crisis extend in
length, and have been told over and over that this will very likely be a long crisis, with
contagion peaks and continuous outbreaks until a vaccine or cure is found. As the end of the
crisis does not seem to be foreseeable, stories of boredom, tedium, and sense of purpose tied
to confinement clash with the rush of ambulances through cities and the velocity of deliveries.
Throughout this dissertation, I have drawn upon studies on the sociology of time to
approach the study of the experiences of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers in Mexico. I
have argued that exploring time as power, time as a differentially distributed resource, time
as capital, and time as an individual and collective experience strengthens the study of
contemporary migratory movements. I believe that the current global situation and how the
pandemic has affected migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers worldwide only confirms that
this is the case.
As the possibilities of crossing borders and traversing territories continue to
complicate, Pauses, and the ways in which people protect themselves during journeys acquire
an even more pronounced relevance. As spaces of transit continue to become spaces of
sustained interaction, the possibilities of developing networks of protection, sharing
knowledge and expertise, and collectively building a “mobile commons” (Papadopoulos and
Tsianos 2013) continue to be central to understand migratory experiences during COVID-19
and after the pandemic.
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Across the world, and particularly in the Central America – Mexico – United States
migratory corridor the Waiting Regime seems to be stronger than ever. Since early in 2019,
the U.S. and Mexican governments have implemented the Migrant Protection Protocols
(MPPs) –more accurately described as Remain in Mexico policy. These MPPs are wrongly
named for at least two reasons. On the one hand, they are not for migrants but for asylum
seekers. On the other hand, far from offering protection, MPPs returning those who seek
international protection to Mexican border towns –some of the most dangerous places in the
country– and ask them to wait there for their asylum hearing. These waits are increasingly
longer, of arbitrary lengths, and now seem to be endless–as the asylum system in the U.S. is
suspended indefinitely. Like in Cristina and Elena’s case, those with more resources and
capital are able to better endure the wait and more likely to be granted asylum. The Waiting
Regime continues to operate, explicitly returning asylum seekers to places where they are at
risk, violating the non-refoulement principle of asylum systems, fostering and reproducing
inequalities, and accentuating situations of vulnerability.
It remains to be seen how the life after the pandemic will look like for all of us, and
especially for those who remain stuck along border zones, in detention centers, or within
countries where the health, political and economic effects of the pandemic will further
deteriorate living conditions. As of now, it is clear that most people around the world will
struggle with balancing a restrictive, uncertain and terrifying present with holding on to some
hope of a better future.
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METHODS APPENDIX
I first visited La Ruta in the summer of 2015, with the intention of staying for a few hours to
then continue a research journey along Mexico’s border with Guatemala. Those few hours
turned into a couple of nights, and then into five visits to the shelter for the following years.
This methods appendix explores three issues that accompanied my fieldwork from the start
to its conclusion and that I consider important to mention in order to methodologically place
the current dissertation.
First, in this Appendix I address the question of why I chose to study La Ruta. Beyond
the theoretical argument of La Ruta as a strategic case for analysis, I describe some of the
practical reasons why ethnography at La Ruta was possible. Second, I address issues of
positionality and the ways in which thinking of positionality from an intersectional
perspective illuminated my experience as an ethnographer. Third, I briefly explore how time
and change in La Ruta influenced my fieldwork and the analysis of data. I examine how it is
possible to do fieldwork in a site that is in a constant process of transformation, and the way
in which fieldwork ends and is made sense-of when saturation or redundancy are almost
impossible to achieve.
I.

Why there? Choosing a Fieldsite

In the introduction to this dissertation, as well as throughout other chapters, I detailed some
of the reasons that made La Ruta and Tanapan strategic research sites (Merton 1987) to study
migration, immobility, waiting, and resistance. These considerations were crucial in the
choice of the site as well as in the data-gathering methods and its analysis. Furthermore,
placing La Ruta and Tanapan within particular social contexts and understanding why those
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places were important allowed me to place my findings and interpretations and informed the
theoretical developments that emerged from this dialogue between data and theory.
However, my choice of La Ruta as a field site was also permeated by practical
considerations that I believe are worth noting. The first, and probably the most central, was
safety. Safety is an important concern for ethnographic research in general. As a female
researcher interested in migrant journeys across Mexico it became an important issue to
consider when deciding where and how to do research. Mexico’s southern border, like many
border spaces around the world, is not precisely the safest part of the country. The border
between Mexico and Guatemala is a heavily policed territory in a country with high levels of
impunity, corruption, and violations of human rights. This means that the concentrated
presence of police officers, migration officers, and the army does not necessarily lead to safer
spaces but –in many occasions– completely the opposite.
Added to this, borders are some of the most active spaces for crime, which
materializes in trafficking in persons, smuggling, drug-trafficking, kidnapping,
extortion, high levels of gender-based- violence, and other situations that pose great
danger to those that transit through borders, live and work in these spaces. While as
a researcher my position was one of privilege, even in those spaces, this privilege did
not necessarily translate in safety or protection from the potential risks and dangers.
La Ruta, in contrast, did offer a space of safety and protection. As briefly described
in the Introduction, La Ruta has worked for more than ten years in the creation of a
space where migrants, asylum seekers, volunteers, and members of the community
can feel safe and protected.
Access and openness were the second reason of why I did fieldwork at La Ruta. La
Ruta, as an organization, constantly welcomes researchers, journalists, documentary
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filmmakers, and all who are interested in getting to know the project and getting involved in
the fight for migrants’ rights. This openness made the process of accessing the field site quite
easy for me. On my second day there, on the summer of 2015, I talked to one of the members
of the shelter staff and told her I would like to return to La Ruta to do fieldwork for my PhD
dissertation. A few hours later, I was told I could come back anytime. La Ruta had a set of
rules to protect the migrants’ safety and privacy that applied to all, not just researchers. These
involved not taking photographs without people’s consent, especially when it came to
children, victims of violence, and those requesting some kind of protection from the Mexican
state. If anyone wanted to record a conversation, interview, or any sort of interaction with a
migrant or asylum seeker, we had to get their consent and inform La Ruta about our idea, in
order to make sure we were not unintendedly exposing someone to harm or danger. Also,
personal information from La Ruta’s database was strictly confidential and I never had access
to this, or other data bases kept by La Ruta’s long term staff. Finally, when I talked to
members of the local community, government officials, or people outside of La Ruta I had
to clearly state my role as an independent researcher and not as a spokesperson or
representative of La Ruta.
The third reason is closely related to the previous two and mainly had to do with
space. While doing fieldwork, I needed a safe and cheap place to stay. I reached an agreement
with the staff at La Ruta, and I was allowed to work as a short-term volunteer during my
stays and leave inside the shelter. This involved that I could be safe, avoiding daily commutes
on my own in order to do research. Also, it allowed me to stay for long periods of time
without much cost. La Ruta offered a place to stay and three meals a day to everyone there.
For the times I lived there I was offered breakfast, lunch and dinner which I ate with migrants
and other members of the staff that decided to have their meals inside the shelter.
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II.

What about me? Positionality and Reflexivity
Today I had to take a young black Honduran woman, Marla, to the health clinic.
She complained of intense abdominal pain and, after the pain had kept her up all
night had asked me to take her to the hospital. When we arrived at the health clinic,
three women and a man were already sitting in the waiting room. We approached
the registration module, where they asked for her name, age, nationality, and a
brief description of her ailment. In Mexico, everyone has the right to emergency
medical attention, regardless of immigration status. However, La Ruta had noticed
that when migrants went to the clinic by themselves, they were often rejected or
asked for their CURP (national registration number) in order to get attention,
something that was illegal. Instead of confronting the staff at the hospital or the
authorities, which could increase hostility against the migrant community and the
shelter, La Ruta decided that everyone who went to the clinic would be
accompanied by a volunteer who would make sure that attention was provided. My
job that day was to make sure that Marla was seen by a doctor and that she got the
medication she needed from the hospital’s drug store.
As Marla and I waited for her name to be called, we talked about her life in
Honduras, and what her plans for the future were. The other people at the waiting
room were mostly silent and sometimes stared at us or seemed to pay attention to
our conversation, I sensed some curiosity from the part of those that shared the
room with us. The room had a tin roof and glass all around, so it was sweltering
hot, and everyone was sweating profusely, using paper as makeshift fans and
stepping outside every now and then to get some fresh air. Time went by and
Marla’s pain seemed to be getting worse. I got up on several occasions to ask if
the doctor was going to take long and pressured the attending nurse saying that
Marla was really in pain and that she should be tended to as soon as possible. The
nurse was not happy, but eventually called Marla and she went in, she requested
to go in by herself, so I waited for her outside.
I sat down in one of the plastic chairs of the waiting room and took out my phone.
Suddenly a woman approached me and said, “you know, what you are doing is not
right. We have all been waiting for hours, but none of us have a güerita (blond
girl) pressuring the nurse so we get taken care of. We have the right to health, but
nobody seems to care about us”.
Fieldnotes, 2017

After a few minutes of silence, I had a brief conversation with the woman in the waiting
room. I told her she was right; they should all have access to health care, and no one should
need having a güerita around in order to get it. I also mentioned it was not Marla’s fault, nor
any of the other migrants, but she was not convinced. This event was one of the more vivid
examples of how my presence as a researcher and volunteer at the shelter was perceived, and
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how my identity and my actions influenced the interactions I had both within the shelter and
outside of it.
As Victoria Reyes argues, positionality goes beyond reflecting upon sociodemographic traits and how these might have impacted research. An intersectional approach
to positionality in ethnographic work involves acknowledging the intersections and
articulations of different identities and the systems of oppression and privilege associated
with them. The intersectional approach leads to the acknowledgment that each researcher has
what she calls an “ethnographic toolkit”(Reyes 2020). This toolkit has both visible
(race/ethnicity) and invisible tools (such as social capital) that the researcher draws from
strategically.
My interactions at the hospital show how I –sometimes consciously and sometimes
unaware– strategically drew upon different tools. When I talked to health care workers such
as the nurse and the person at the reception module, I was a human rights activist, wellinformed of migrants’ right to health care. When I talked to the Mexican woman at the
waiting room, I talked as a fellow Mexican, aware of the insufficiency of public services,
corruption in the possibilities of access to many of them, and the unfairness and inequality
that was so pervasive in the country. With Marla, I was an ally that offered some sort of
protection outside of the shelter walls. When I approached government officials or other
experts as part of my research, my status as a highly educated white Mexican, a PhD student
in a prestigious U.S. university, as well as my social capital, proved to be useful. It is worth
mentioning, that as a researcher, I was treated with respect by Mexican authorities who
cooperated and agreed to talk to me for the purpose of this investigation.
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This strategic use of my ethnographic toolkit, however, does not involve deception
or lies, but a reflexive accounting of my positionality and how that plays into the experience
of doing research and working as a volunteer in a place like La Ruta and Tanapan.
Being a woman at La Ruta was also an important part of my experience and my
thoughts on positionality. In contexts of danger, risk, and vulnerability like the migratory
corridor through Mexico, one of the most prevalent forms of violence is gender-basedviolence. Migrant women who arrive at La Ruta experience violence as a continuum that
starts at home and extends through their journeys and into destination countries. Many
women flee because of gender violence, whether it is domestic abuse, sexual exploitation,
forced recruitment to gangs, or other forms of violence. As they travel, violence continues as
many are sexually assaulted, raped, trafficked, and exploited in many ways. When they get
to La Ruta, most women have a story that involves some sort of violence, but many are
hesitant to talk about and many don’t recognize themselves as victims and blame themselves
for what happened to them. As part of a team of volunteers that works informed by feminist
perspectives, I participated in the design of activities, spaces, and projects that acknowledged
this profound gendered violence, but also the ways in which women strategically responded
to it, survived and were able to rebuild their life projects. I believe that the fact that I was a
woman that spoke Spanish, part of the volunteer team, and that I knew some places in Central
America where I had travelled both for pleasure and research, made many woman approach
me and build a sense of trust to either talk about past experiences of violence or share their
fear about what would come in the future. This closeness to women, and the fact that I openly
expressed my solidarity and support, as well as my total intolerance to abuse or gender
discrimination, probably pushed some men away, I am aware of this.
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Furthermore, as I openly talked about being in a relationship with another woman,
some people opened up to me about being gay, lesbian, or trans, and I was invited to the
weekly meeting in the LGBTQ module, which was not open to all volunteers or members of
the staff. To date, two of my closest relationships after fieldwork at La Ruta are with a trans
woman and a lesbian woman, both of whom I still talk to. Some other people I met at La
Ruta have become close friends, including migrants, shelter staff and volunteers. For the past
years I have visited at least three of their homes in different parts of Mexico, met their
partners, families, and friends.
Beyond getting to know each other more and sharing our lives beyond the shelter
walls. I believe that the closeness and trust that has developed in these closer relationships
have also contributed to actions that were useful, in practical terms. While at the shelter,
people who trusted me asked me to cash the money that was transferred to them, something
they could not do because they lacked documentation. In many occasions, families sent
money in my name, which I then withdrew and delivered to their family members. Away
from La Ruta, those who have either passed by or settled in Mexico City have asked me to
serve as a reference for room or apartment rentals, and sometimes to provide reference letters
for jobs.
My dual identity as a researcher and a short-term volunteer also involved a strategic
use of my toolkit, accompanied by an ever-present reflexivity on how to manage these two
identities in an ethical way. I made sure that everyone I talked to and interacted with knew
that I was not only a volunteer but also a researcher. When I worked at the shelter’s medical
module, I always presented myself as a volunteer and a student writing a book on migration.
The same happened when I engaged in other activities that involved one-on-one interaction.
I also explained my dual role during welcome talks to migrants who arrived at the shelter and
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in meetings with newly arrived volunteers. I expected that this disclosure as a researcher
would push many people away, making them afraid to talk to me, trust me, or feel
uncomfortably observed. While I cannot attest for everyone in the shelter, I was surprised by
the amount of people who approached me and asked for me to share their stories. Constantly,
people would approach me and ask: ¿usted es la escritora? “yo quiero salir en su libro” (I
want to appear in your book). To date, I get text messages asking if the book is ready and if
I can send them a copy. Some people, not many, did approach me at different times to say
they did not want their story to be on a book or that they preferred to talk to someone else,
which I understood and respected in every occasion.
The fact that I was bilingual and understood the context of migration in Mexico
allowed me to serve as an interpreter and translator, when some of them needed one. Also, I
became an “expert advisor” for La Ruta´s legal team and part of a project started by human
rights activists in Mexico for expert witnesses in asylum cases in Mexico (which has not yet
formally started).
III.

The Times of Ethnography: Constant Change and Finishing Fieldwork

Ethnographic work that extends through several years posed a series of challenges, mostly
related to how time and change impacted the field site and how to incorporate that into my
findings and analytical work. Also, and related to this constant change, it became increasingly
difficult to determine when to end fieldwork as saturation (Small 2009) or redundancy
seemed to be impossible in a context where change was so quick-paced.
On the one hand, while La Ruta as a physical space and an organization remained
stable throughout. While around the country it is common for shelters to close or move
locations, La Ruta is still in the same place. However, the shelter staff, volunteers, and
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migrants changed constantly. Both the leading priest and the shelter director, which had been
in charge for more than seven years, left between 2019 and 2020. Volunteers stayed between
one month and a year, so I met new teams almost every time I visited La Ruta. If places are
built by the articulation of interactions within space and at a particular moment in time
(Massey 1994), it could be argued that every time I visited La Ruta I visited a new and
different place. Beyond the new constructions and murals, I found different people, different
relationships and organizational practices.
On the other, and perhaps most challenging was how the dynamics I observed seemed
to change so much between one visit and the next one. What I encountered in my first visit
to La Ruta in 2015 was, at least at a first glance, quite different from what I saw on 2019.
Furthermore, between visits –even if only a few months had passed– I encountered different
things. Short stays were the rule in 2015, and by 2017 the shelter was mainly inhabited by
“permanent populations”. A mainly male population became more diverse, with dozens of
kids, women, pregnant women and older folks.
Every time I went to La Ruta, I left feeling like I had started a new ethnographic
project. The challenge came when it was time to make sense of what I had witnessed for
these four to five years, and systematically analyze the data-gathered during years of
fieldwork in this context where change was quick-paced and never-ending. My experience
echoed what Wendy Vogt describes in her work with migrants in transit through Mexico,
“How do we resolve the tensions around the transience of our interlocutors and the
ethnographic authority attached to “being there” in the field? Where, exactly, is
“there” when we are talking about such fluid, transient populations?”(Vogt
2018:20)

At La Ruta, I encountered a population of migrants, asylum seekers and volunteers that was
large in number and constantly changing. People in mobility are hard/impossible to count,
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patterns hard to study, they change continuously and are hard to follow, appearing and
disappearing, like Kai Erikson argues of the homeless, they are an “elusive, shifting
population”(Erikson 1989:162). People slip from mobility to immobility and the other way
around all the time. Once apparently settled, the next day running, the day after stopping and
waiting.
Throughout these years, I have though on how to study, understand, and
sociologically engage with contexts that change so much and so fast. As time went by, and
as I went through my notes over and over, I was able to uncover patterns and processes that
emerged in several occasions in different visits. I started focusing on how structures impacted
interactions, and how transformations in structural factors such as policies, impacted what I
observed in the shelter. Also, I acknowledged the role of La Ruta both as a physical space
and a place, and how the existence of an organization like La Ruta, with its staff and
volunteers, but also with certain practices and ideals guiding its work, shaped interaction
within the shelter’s walls. Also, I was able to notice that time was central to understand what
I had witnessed. In thinking about time, I was able to explore change and stability; dynamism
and permanence; the early days of rushing with the latter days of waiting; the safety of taking
a break with the boredom and tedium of suspended lives. I was able to connect these
experiences with more macro dynamics, how changes in migratory policy had led to these
transformations in the dynamics, how the election of Trump in the U.S. and of AMLO in
Mexico altered narratives, fears, hopes, and actual encounters with authorities along the
route. How economic crisis and instability in countries of origin pushed older men and
women and complete families to leave their homes; how caravans became larger and larger,
turning into exodus that offered a sense of protection in order to traverse Mexico. As I found
these connections, I was able to connect empirical evidence gathered through fieldwork to
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sociological concepts and ideas, such as power and resistance, inequality, social capital,
strategy, social time, place-making, and temporally embedded agency. These concepts
enriched my understanding of the concrete world I was seeking to analyze and contributed
to a nuanced and detailed account of migratory experiences in southern Mexico.
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